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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
A~ Problem of the Dissertation 
The problem of this dissertation is to expound the major 
elements in the theology of Charles Grandison Finney, and to 
evaluate their significance for his thought about social reform. 
The context in which the problem is set becomes apparent from 
the following questions which were in the author's mind as he 
l?roceeded with his research: What were the socio-political and 
theological currents of thought in America in the era in which 
Finney's influence appeared, the first half of the nineteenth 
century? What was Finney's unique role in this era? The latter 
question entails two further questions which are the main concerns 
of this study: What were the distinctive emphases of Finney's 
theology? How did Finney's theology influence his thought about 
social reform? 
B. Definitions 
The term "Jacksonian democracy" is used several times in the 
course of this dissertation. Only by a very narrow interpretation 
could it be applied only to the actual term of Jackson's office, 
1829-1837. In its wider reference it is used by historians (e.g. 
Alice Felt Tyler, A. M~ Schlesinger, A. M. Schlesinger, Jr.) to 
1 
2 
designate the belief in the common man and the individualism, 
self-reliance, and optimism which characterized American politi-
cal and social history in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
It did not begin with Jackson nor did it end with him. But its 
spirit burst into national prominence with his election so that 
his name serves as its figurehead. When the term is used in this 
study, this wider and more commonly-employed definition is meant. 
C. Limitations 
This study does not attempt to present an exhaustive analy-
sis of Finney's theology as a whole. Rather, while giving some 
attention to the presuppositions and framework of his systematic 
thought, it concentrates on the nucleus of those doctrines to 
which Finney himself gave the most attention. The length of the 
treatment given each doctrine roughly corresp onds to the amount 
of consideration which Finney gave to it. Similarly, those 
social issues with which Finney himself was most concerned (as 
revealed by the wei ght of his commentary and other evidence) are 
those which receive most detailed treatment here. 
A problem which has arisen is the lack of explicit material 
by Finney which directly deals with some traditional theological 
themes. In a few cases a reconstruction of the doctrine has been 
attempted (e.g. eschatology, the church). In other cases where 
it was felt that the overlooked doctrine could be easily derived 
from other corollary doctrines which were expounded, no separate 
consideration was given (e. g . the doctrine of man may be seen in 
the exposition of the doctrines of sin and regeneration). 
3 
D. Previous Research in the Field 
George F. Wright's biography of Finney contains a good, but 
very short, chapter on Finney's theology, primarily from the 
viewpoint of the 1890's. Robert S. Fletcher's History of Oberlin 
College provides an excellent account of Finney's relationship 
with Oberlin. Gilbert H. Barnes' The Anti-Slavery Impulse, 1830-
1844 discusses Finney's relationship to abolition. Charles C. 
Cole's The Social Ideas of the Northern Evangelists, 1826-1860 
includes a treatment of Finney as one of six men dealt with, but 
gives no attention at all to Finney's theological presuppositions 
and treats only selected social issues which are common to all 
six men. Timothy L. Smith's Revivalism and Social Reform concen-
trates on the 1850's and touches upon Finney only in part of one 
chapter, "Holiness at Oberlin." Smith's work suffers to a great 
degree from the same preoccupation as that of other conservatives 
who have written about Finney (e.g. Raymond Edman's Finney Lives 
On, A. M. Hills' Holiness and Power and his Life of Charles G. 
Finney, Basil Miller's Charles Q. Finney, et al.), a preoccupation 
with the doctrine of sanctification, its historical antecedents 
and justifications. To bring such a prejudgment to the study of 
Finney is to neglect an important early phase of his career, 
1825-1835. It was only after his most sensational revivals were 
over and he had come to Oberlin in 1835 that Finney developed his 
doctrine of sanctification, but some of his clearest pronounce-
ments about the social scene were made in the heyday of his 
evangelistic prominence before he developed his "Oberlin theology." 
4 
None of these writers (incidentally all are Nazarenes) has treated 
the full range of Finney's doctrines. 
To the knowledge of this writer and those authorities he has 
consulted, there has not been any study which specifically attempts 
to describe and evaluate the relation between Finney's theology as 
a whole and his thought about social reform. 
E. The Methodology of the Dissertation 
In the endeavor to achieve the objectives of this disserta-
tion, primary attention throughout the larger portion of the work 
has been given to the descriptive phase of the task. The imme-
diate objective in presenting Finney's theology has been an accu-
rate and sympathetic presentation of Finney's position with 
criticism somewhat restricted. Finney has been permitted to 
speak for himself. The first objective in dealing with Finney 1 s 
thought about social reform was to present an accurate account of 
Finney's ideas about each issue, and the second was to state 
when possible the relation of these ideas to his total theology. 
This was accomplished in one chapter, the conclusion of which 
includes an attempt to summarize the relation which his theology 
had to his stance on these issues. An effort was made 
in another chapter to pull together criticisms into an analysis 
of the significance of Finney's theology for his thought about 
social reform. 
?-lore specifically, the questions noted under "Problem of 
the Dissertation" are covered as follows: Part One of the dis-
sertation sets the stage for the discussion by tracing the 
5 
socio-political thought currents in America in the first half of 
the nineteenth century (chapter two), and by sketching the back-
ground of the theological revolution of the same period, the 
reaction against extreme Calvinism (chapter three). Part Two 
pinpoints Finney in the midst of this scene with a chapter giving 
Finney's intellectual biography (chapter four). A separate chap-
ter then deals with Finney's distinctive doctrinal emphases 
(chapter five). Another descriptive chapter traces Finney's 
thought about social reform against the background of his total 
theology (chapter six). There follows an additional chapter 
(seven) which reconstructs Finney's conception of the church and 
attempts to relate this all-inclusive doctrine to his overall 
strategy for social reform in order that the implications of 
social reform as an element in Finney's theology might be more 
fully drawn and illustrated. Chapter eight gives a detailed 
critical evaluation of the relation of Finney's theology to his 
thought on social reform. The final chapter presents the conclu-
sions of this dissertation in summary form. 
The primary sources explored for both Finney's theology and 
his thoughts about social reform were the following published 
books: 
1835 Lectures on Revivals of Religion 
1836 Sermons ~ Important Subjects 
1837 Lectures to Professing Christians 
1840 Skeletons of ~ Course of Theological Lectures 
1846 Lectures on Systematic Theology, Vol. ! 
1847 Lectures on Systematic Theology, Vol. II 
1855 Guide to the Savior 
1868 Memoirs 
1876 Sermons on Gospel Themes 
1891 Sermons on the Way of Salvation 
6 
In addition, Finney's many articles in periodicals (the New York 
Evangelist, the Oberlin Evangelist, and the Oberlin Quarterly 
Review) have been explored. The author also has used extensively 
t h e Finney Pa p ers at the Oberlin College Library (a collection of 
some 2 ,500 unpublished items). 
CHAPTER II 
THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL SCENE 
A. The Rise of the C.onunon Man 
Arthur M. Schlesinger writes that the first great official 
cenunciation of aristocratic rule in American history was the 
Declaration of Independence. But he goes on to question how 
genuinely wished-for were its tenets on the part of those who 
signed it. Perhaps, he speculates, it was something of a 
"political platform," designed to rally popular support but 
reflecting a more democratic spirit than its rather aristocratic 
1 
authors would really countenance. That such was the case became 
apparent when in 1801 Jeffersonian Republicanism gained power. 
The Federalists, whose ranks held the more wealthy, influential, 
and aristocratic element of the young nation, were aghast. 
Typical was the comment of Timothy Dwight (of whom we shall hear 
more later). The great object of democracy, he said, is "to 
destroy every trace of civilization in the world. 112 
However, Jeffersonian democracy did not dispel the 11 caste 
principle" in American society but rather perpetuated it in a more 
subtle form. The economic gulf between the strata of society was 
1. A. M. Schlesinger, ~Viewpoints in American History (New 
York: 1-lacmillan, 1922), pp. 77-78. 
2. Ibid., p. 84. 
7 
8 
great indeed. When Jackson entered the presidency in 1829, unrest 
bordering on revolt was rife among the lower classes of America. 3 
Labor was decidedly restive; factory workers were putting in 
twelve to fifteen hours a day at pay ranging from one to six 
dollars per week, and enduring deplorable conditions; strikers 
were subject to arrest for conspiracy; seventy-five thousand were 
in prison for debt in 1829; and so 4 on. But the accession of 
Jackson signaled a new era for the common man. A number of condi-
tions were responsible, and among these Schlesinger singles out 
three as fundamental: the westward movement of the frontier, the 
5 birth of the labor movement, and the broadening of the suffrage. 
The West in 1829 possessed a remarkable unity of character 
and an influential political solidarity (in 1828 the West elected 
a greater proportion of Congress than any other section of the 
6 
country ). The West's outstanding traits were the individualism 
of the people, their belief in the capacity of the common man, and 
their strong nationalism. These had their influence on the East-
7 
ern states. 
Labor was awakening to the strength which numbers have when 
organized. "Working Man's'' parties began to spring up in the 
Eastern urban centers. The strike, a bargaining weapon for labor, 
3. A. M. Schlesinger, Political and Social History of the United 
States, 1829-1925 (New York: Macmillan, 1930), p. 1. 
4. Charles I. Foster,~ Errand of Mercy (Chapel Hill, N. C.: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1960), p. 183. 
5. Schlesinger, Political and Social History, p. 2. 
6. ~-, p. 5. 7. Ibid., pp. 3-4. 
won more humane conditions and secured in Philadelphia in 1835 
8 
the end of the "dark to dark" day. 
9 
Similarly, between 1810 and 1826 sweeping modifications of 
voting regulations took place. The frontier states evidenced the 
belief that political equality was a natural right of all white 
men. This and other influences gradually convinced the Eastern 
states to abolish property-holding and other prerequisites to the 
holding of the franchise. 9 
When all this is taken into consideration, it seems plausible 
to say that "if Andrew Jackson had not been elected President in 
1828, the choice would almost certainly have fallen on someone 
l "k h" 1110 1. e 1.m. Jackson was the personification of the self-confident 
democracy of the West and the rising common man. A natural leader 
with a compelling personality, he had risen from a humble birth 
to fame as a soldier and later to political influence. The well-
known boisterous inaugural served notice as plainly as muddy boots 
on White House damask chairs that the "common man" had arrived. 
B. Jacksonian Democracy 
Growing out of the above-mentioned movements for the better-
ment of the common people was the phase of American history re-
ferred to as "Jacksonian Democracy." It was, as we have seen, not 
a radical change but a transformation which took place in all 
8. Ibid., pp. 9 -. 10. 
9. Ibid., pp. 10~12. 
10. Ibid., p. 13. 
10 
11 phases of thought and endeavor. Jackson himself was a "product, 
rather than the creator" of the new democratic spirit. 12 · But his 
creed well summarizes the essential faith of the new era of the 
common man: 
I believe that man can be elevated; man can become more 
and more endowed with divinity; and as he does he becomes 
more God-like in his character and capable of governing 
himself. Let us go on elevating our people, perfecting 
our institutions, until democracy shall reach such a 
point of perfection that we can acclaim with truth that 
the voice of the people is the voice of God.l3 
The commonly-held belief was that man was meant to be the master 
of his own fate. It was for this that God endowed man with 
reason, conscience, and common sense. It was an optimistic 
vision of American progress and perfectibility. 14 
C. Reform Movements 
Movements for reform were a hallmark of the Jacksonian era 
and of the nineteenth century in America, and indeed are 
11. See the chapter on "Jacksonian Democracy" in A. M. 
Schlesinger, ~ Viewpoints in American History; A. M. 
Schlesinger, Social and Political History of the Q. ~.; 
A.M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Jackspn (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1945); Alice F. Tyler, Freedom's Ferment (Minneapo-
lis: University of Minnesota Press, 1944). I have drawn 
heavily upon these for t-he following account. An ex-
haustive study is Joseph L. Blau (ed.), Social Theories of 
Jacksonian Democracy (New York: Harper, 1947). 
12. A. M. Schlesinger, New Viewpoints, p. 200. 
13. Quoted in Alice F. Tyler, Freedom's Ferment, p. 22. 
14. For a detailed exposition of this theme in specific areas 
(e.g. law, industrialism, literature, etc.) see A. M. 
Schlesinger, Jr., Age of Jackson, passim. 
ll 
15 
characteristic of American history in general. The keynote was 
struck in an address given by Emerson in 1841: "In the history 
of the world the doctrine of Reform had never such scope as at 
the present hour, ••• there is a general inquisition into 
abuses." Every institution was being questioned, it seemed: 
"Christianity, the laws, commerce, schools, the farm, the labora-
tory,'' and there was not "a town, statute, rite, calling, man or 
h t d b th . . t ,,16 woman, but was t rea ene y e new sp1r1 • Building on the 
foundation of this "popular Romantic optimism, 1117 the impetus to 
18 
moral reform followed a pattern. First, revivals kindled 
religious zeal, a zeal and an enthusiasm which could then be 
directed into associations for moral improvement. Indeed, there 
had been organized movements for reform before 1825 (the approxi-
mate date when revivals became large and influential), but the 
examples were isolated ones and did not reflect popular opinion. 
Prior to 1825, religion and organized reform were not largely 
15. Bryce in The American Commonwealth (London, 1888), II, 583, 
states that religion and conscience are "a constantly active 
force" in America, "not indeed strong enough to avert many 
moral and political evils, yet at the worst times inspiring 
a minority with a courage and an ardour by which moral and 
political evils have been held at bay and in the long run 
overcome." Note also the comment of the Swedish sociolo-
gist Gunnar Myrdal in An American Dilemma (New York: Harper, 
1944) I, 10-12. 
16. Quoted in A~ M. Schlesinger, The American as Reformer 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Pr;8s, 1950), p. 3. 
17. A characterization of the nineteenth century made by Timothy 
L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform (New York: Abingdon 
Press, 1957), p. 143.---
18. I am indebted for this typology to Charles C. Cole, Jr., The 
Social Ideas of the Northern Evangelists (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1954), pp. 102-03. 
12 
mixed. But as revivals increased in intensity so did organized 
movements for reform. When this marriage had been confirmed, the 
reform impulse grew by leaps and bounds, but according to some-
thing of a pattern. The first wave of activity was tha t of 
missionary enterp rise, both at home and abroad. Second were the 
Bi h le and tract societies, facilitating the s p read of the written 
Word which was the rallying-point of every reform, and spreading 
the prop a ganda of each movement's endeavors. Third was the es-
tablishment of Sunday Schools and education societies to train 
the younger generation in "the way in which it should walk." By 
this time the joining of societies was becoming an established 
part of the national scene. There followed various attempts at 
moral r e forms, campa igns against vice, licentiousness, juvenile 
delinquency, and so on. Finally, the last stage was the develop-
ment on a na tional scale of the great humanitarian crusades such 
as peace, temperance, and antisl avery. 
The pattern was not long in developing. By 1830 national 
benevolent associations were holding annual conventions. They 
were immense institutions: 
Their councils formed a state within a State ••• 
"spreading over the country, combining hosts 11 --and their 
united forces made an empire, 11 a gigantic .religious power, 
systematized, compact in its organization, with a polity 
and a government entirely its own, and independent of 
all control."l9 
19. Gilbert H. Barnes, The Antislavery Impulse, 1830-1844 (New 
York: Appleton-Century, 1933), p. 17. For a more detailed 
analysis of some of the particular reform movements, see 
Tyler, Freedom's Ferment, pp. 265-85 (prison reform), 
pp. 308-50 (temperance), pp. 396-425 (peace), pp. 463-512 
(slavery). 
13 
Here was a veritable "benevolent empire" whose directors were men 
like Lewis and Arthur Tappan, Gerrit Smith, William Jay, and Anson 
Phelps, and among whose member corporations were the American 
Bible Society, the American Peace Society, the American Sunday 
School Union, the American Temperance Society, the American Tract 
Society, the American Anti-Slavery Society and a host of others. 
The most interesting explanation of the rapid growth of 
these societies and associations is tha t which traces their roots 
to the principle of voluntary association. This is the thesis 
of Winthrop S. Hudson who feels that the disestablishment of 
American Christianity was the cause of the nineteenth century's 
becoming "the great century in the history of Christianity. 1120 
He maintains that it was the free churches, which had to make 
their own way and which had to be~ome relevant or perish, which 
exp erienced the new surg e of spiritual vitality \Vhich resulted in 
the expansive movements for reform. These were the product of 
evangelical religion, he asserts, and evangelical religion "was 
the product of an acceptance by the churches of the resp onsibility 
for recruiting their membership on a purely voluntary basis. 1121 
Taking a somewhat different tack, Charles I. Foster sees 
the reform movements as "the great offensive 11 of the " Evangelical 
United Front, 11 an American Victorianism wh ich was transplanted 
from Great Britain to become the united conservative force in this 
20. The Great Tradition of the American Churches (New York: 
Harper, 1953), p. 80: 
21. Ibid., p. 20. 
14 
country. We shall see in later chapters that neither Hudson nor 
Foster has sufficiently taken into account the theolo gical 
nuances which finally s p lit the "united front" and which by no 
means accepted willing ly or lived peaceably with "the voluntary 
principle" of disestablishment. 22 
At any rate, reform was a hallmark of the early nineteenth 
century. Jame s Russell Lowell, writing in 1865 and looking back 
on this era to some extent (although reform movements in his d ay 
were by no means extinct) said this: 
Every possible form of intellectual and physical dyspepsia 
brought fo~th its gospel. Bran had its prophets •••• 
Plainess /Sic7 of speech was carried to a pitch that would 
have taken away the breath of George Fox. • • • Everybody 
had a mission (with a capital M) to attend to everybody-else's 
business. No brain but had its private maggot, which must 
have found pitiably short commons sometimes. Not a few 
impecunious zealots abjured the use of money (unless 
earned by other people), professing to live on the in-
ternal revenues of the spirit. Some had an assurance of 
instant millenium /sic7 so soon as hooks and eyes should be 
substituted for buttons. Communities were established 
where everything was to be common but cooonon-sense •••• 
All stood ready at a moment's notice to reform everything 
but themselves. 
But Lowell was not willing to dismi ss all of this "ferment" so 
li ghtly as the above quotation would indica te: 
There was a very solid and serious kernel, full of the most 
dead ly exp losiveness.. It was simply a struggle for 
fresh air, in which, if the windo ws could not be opened, 
there was danger that p anes would be broken, though painted 
with the images of sai nts and martyrs. . • • There is only 
one thing better than tradition, and th a t is the ori g inal 
and eternal life out of which all tradition takes its rise. 
It was this life which the reformers demanded, • • • life 
in politics, life in literature, life in reli gion.23 
22. See below, Chapter III, "Old School versus New School Presby-
terians," and Chapter IV, "New Measures and New Haven 
Theolo gy," and Chapter V, "Democracy." 
23. Quoted in Schlesinger, New Viewpoints, p. 215. 
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D. ASpirations for Utopia 
Lowell's references to the "millennium" and "communities" 
above bring us to the consideration of another characteristic 
feature of the nineteenth century, the forming of utopian belief-
patterns and communities. This was the era of the Mormons, the 
Shakers, the "Spirit-rappers," et al. It was also the era when 
experiments such as Fruitlands and the Oneida Community were 
attempted by men as diverse in background and belief as Bronson 
Alcott and John Humphrey Noyes. The hope of creating a new 
heaven and a new earth right here and right now by one's own 
faith and efforts never lacked an avid following. The belief in 
progress and .the possibility of perfection erupted into these 
utopian schemes to bring about or to prepare for the imminent 
.11 . 24 m1 enn1um. Just what would happen at the advent, or whether 
the thousand years' heaven on earth would precede or follow 
judgment day, was by no means universally agreed upon. But 
"ultraistic" movements had a sense of urgency and haste to 
accomplish great changes, because they were harbingers of the 
millennium,(at least for the experiments of Christian orienta-
tion). 
24. Probably the best popular account of these "ultraist" move-
ments is to be found in Tyler, Freedom's Ferment, Part Two, 
pp. 46-224. Cf. Schlesinger, The Age of Jackson, chapter 
on "Jacksonian Democracy and Utopia," and A. E. Bestor, Jr., 
Backwoods Utopias: 1663-1829 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1950). 
CHAPTER III 
THE THEOLOGICAL REVOLUTION: REACTION AGAINST EXTREME CALVINISM 
William G. McLoughlin discerns three definite phases in the 
breakdown of "orthodox" Calvinism in America. First, the American 
and French Revolutions, while boosting man's self-confidence, at 
the same time seriously undermined Calvinism's pessimistic view 
of man, at least for the average American. Second, the more 
subtle theological speculations of Timothy Dwight, Lyman Beecher, 
and Nathaniel Taylor modified the old doctrines to fit a new 
climate of optimism, and also a new era of disestablishment for 
the church. Third, Finney's activities and prominence during the 
early phase of his most successful and influential revivals 
helped make the reaction complete by supplanting the old Calvinist 
doctrines with a more Arminian evangelicalism. 1 This chapter 
will concentrate generally on what McLoughlin calls the second 
phase, adding to a consideration of the theological speculations 
of Timothy Dwight and his students a treatment also of the earlier 
Jonathan Edwards. 
A. Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) 
The emotionalism of the Great Awakening in the 1740's, 
stemming from the basic disagreement on the doctrine of man, had 
1. William G. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism (New York: Ronald 
Pres~, 1959), pp. 12-13. 
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permanently split the historic Congregational Church. One 
branch, emphasizing the intellectual qualities held in balance 
with spiritual zeal by the original Puritans, had early adopted 
2 
the Half-way Covenant of 1662. This branch, centering about 
Boston, drifted in time toward Unitarianism. The "New Light" 
3 
school, on the contrary, resented the declining zeal marked 
by the Half-way Covenant. Their leader, Jonathan Edwards, 
supported the enthusiasm of the old faith upon new foundations. 
17 
Without doubt Jonathan Edwards was the first great comprehensive 
theologian in America. To a very significant degree he origi-
nated the patterns, clarified the problems, and excited the 
controversies that characterized later theological developments 
in America. In order to understand the later developments of 
2. The Half-way Covenant was a p ·:va.cti:ce current in American 
Congregationalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries expressive of the relationship in which those 
(esp. baptized) members of the community who were devoid 
of personal religious faith were held to be bound to 
God. Its purpose was by giving such a definite status 
to prevent the Church from being reduced to an assemblage 
of individuals and Baptism from losing all significance 
for those who professed no change of heart or demon-
strable experience of conversion. 
3. For a precise definition and the origin of the term "New 
Light," see Leonard Trinterud, The Forming of ail American 
Tradition (Phila.: Westminster, 1949), pp. 12, 169. 
Calvinism and Finney's place in them, we must explore in some 
detail the contribution of Edwards. 4 
Edwards spoke to an age which needed a fresh look at 
18 
Calvinism. As H. Richard Niebuhr has pointed out, the sovereignty 
of God as stressed in the Westmin:S t 'e .r Confession had become 
codified, formalized, and institutionalized. 5 Rationalism 
accompanied by Arianism, deism, and Unitarianism was growing 
rapidly in America and threatening to undermine Calvinism. But 
the most serious threat to Calvinism was the emergence of a new 
spirit of individualism which characterized the pre-Revolutionary 
era. "This temper of practical individualism or of 'Yankee 
rationalism' rather than the Arminian theology or Deistic philoso-
phy of the time challenged the Christian movement in America."6 
Complementary to the rise of individualism was the growing 
emphasis on moralism. Joseph Haroutunian has maintained that the 
characteristic motif of the era from Edwards to Bushnell was the 
conflict of piety versus moralism. Haroutunian reveals his own 
great affinity for Calvinism throughout the book of the same title, 
Piety Versus Moralism: 
4. One of the best authorities in the study of Edwards and his 
era is Perry Miller. I have relied heavily on his Jonathan 
Edwards (New York: Sloane Associates, 1949) and The New 
England Mind (Cambridge, Harvard University Press:-1953), 
and am indebted to him for much of the following account 
which is not otherwise specified. Another helpful study 
is Edwin Gaustadt, The Great Awakening (New York: Harper, 
1957). 
5. H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (New York: 
Harper, 1937), p. 172. 
6. Ibid. , p. 87. 
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As seen from the perspective of the theology of Edwards, 
the history of the New England theology is the history of 
a degradation. It declined because its theocentric 
character, its supreme regard for the glory of God and 
His soverei gnty over man, made it ill-fitted to give 
expression to the ideals of the eighteenth century New 
England and to meet the immediate social needs.? 
The dominating element in the theology of Edwards was the 
greatness of God. God is high and lifted up. Haroutunian has 
asserted that this distinction between divine and human is the 
8 
most recurrent theme in Edwards' thought. Yet the deepest 
reality in God is his benevolence, defined as the disp osition in 
God to communicate his fulness. Therefore, God's attributes are 
knowledge, wisdom, righteousness, and holiness. There has been 
detected in this hi gh concept of God a strain of Berkeleian 
idealism. F. H. Foster has contended that Edwards studied 
Berkeley all his life. 9 He held that percepts of sense have no 
existence independently of mind. They are originated by the will 
of God acting in a uniform manner. This is Edwards' idea of the 
sole efficiency of God. 
Edwards' doctrine of man was cut from the same cloth as his 
doctrine of God. Man has no indep endent worth or significance. 
His chief and only end is to glorify God either by delighting in 
God's perfections, or by becoming the object of God's justice and 
7. Piety Versus Moralism (New York: Holt, 1932), p. xxii. Cf. 
the critic i sm of Haroutunian's general thesis in Sidney Mead, 
Nathaniel William Taylor (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1942), p. 16, n. 17. 
8. Ibid., p. 44. 
9. F. H. Foster, ! Genetic History of the New England Theology 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1907), p. 48. 
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wrath, thus reflecting another aspect of God's glory. In the 
beginning man was created with two sets of principles, inferior 
and superior, or natural and supernatural. The natural or in-
ferior principles were self-love, natural appetite, bodily 
passions, and the like. The superior principles were centered 
chiefly in divine love,which as a gift of God was meant to have 
dominion over the inferior principles and keep them in complete 
harmony. When Adam fell these superior principles were lost and 
Adam was left in a state of nature. The descendants of God were 
by God's sovereign constitution identified with Adam and thus an 
order of succession was established whereby all. men are by nature 
sinners, liable to punishment because of their guilt. But sin 
was also imputed to men because all men actually committed sin in 
Adam. Thus, even original sin was to some degree voluntary. 
Foster has contended that this doctrine of the voluntary nature 
of all sin was the first distinctive doctrine of New England 
10 theology. 
Edwards' doctrine of the will is rather well known. The 
will is determined by "that motive, which, as it stands in view 
11 
of the mind, is the strongest." The motive is that which in-
vites the mind to volition and may be one or a complex of things. 
In every case the will accords with the greatest apparent good, 
because this alone appears as agreeable to excite the mind to 
volition. Edwards distinguished between natural and moral 
10. Ibid., p. 100. 
11. Jonathan Edwards, On the Freedom of the Will (New York: 
n.p., 1851), II, . 19~-- -- ---
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ability. Natural ability is the power to do as we will, provided 
no natural causes prevent. All men possess such natural ability 
in greater or lesser degrees. Moral ability is the actual power 
of willing itself in response to external motives, and apart 
from God men have no moral ability at all. They are free to 
carry into action the things they will within certain limits set 
by natural necessities, but they are not free to choose between 
lesser and more powerful motives. The chief philosophical postu-
lates of this doctrine of will were that every event must have a 
cause, and the efficient agency of God is the Supreme Causal 
Agency. 
Such moral determination raised the serious question as to 
whether God was the efficient cause of sin. Edwards denied that 
God was the author of sin in the sense of being the agent, or doer 
of any wicked thing. 
But if, by the author of sin is meant the permitter, or 
not a hinderer of sin; and, at the same time, a disposer 
of the state of events, in such a manner, for wise, holy, 
and most excellent ends and purposes, that sin, if it be 
permitted or not hindered, will most certainly and 
infallibly follow: I say, if this be all that is meant 
by being the Author of sin, I do not deny that God is 
the author of sin (though I dislike and reject the 
phrase).l2 
Edwards' doctrine of redemption is a vigorous one, as might 
be expected with so dark a view of human nature. Somewhat in the 
fashion of Anselm, Edwards viewed the guilt of sinners as an un-
paid debt which was discharged by the offering of Christ. The 
satisfaction of Christ freed man from misery, the merit of Christ 
12~ . Jbjd., P• 246. 
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purchased happiness for them, the former provided by suffering 
and humiliation, the latter by perfect obedience and righteous-
ness. 
The implications of Edwards' system, if shortly drawn, 
point to the further thinking that had to be done by his theo-
logical heirs. Man was sinful by nature and incapable of good 
acts unless God chose to convert him. He could not "will" 
himself to salvation, for his will was not free, or rather, it 
was limited. He could independently follow his impulses towards 
sinfulness; in that sense he was "free" and responsible for his 
wickedness, and therefore God's damnation of him was just. But 
on the other hand, he could do nothing about the origin of those 
impulses. His will in that sense was not his own, and by just so 
much was God's sovereignty absolute. Thus God's absolute 
sovereignty and man's responsibility for his sins were neatly 
welded together. Any attempt by an unconverted heart to lift 
itself towards grace was a defiance of God's will, so all exer-
cises of the unconverted were mere selfishness. Only the conver-
ted could pray with a right heart. Such conclusions could not 
long support the increasingly heavy load of revivals they were 
k d . d 13 as-ed to un erg1r. 
13. Ibid., II, Section 12: God's foreknowledge disposes man's 
claim to free will. Man chooses, but God knows already 
what man will do. There is here, Edwards feels, no 
disagreement with Arminians, for they also preserve the 
omniscience and prescience of God. 
23 
B. New Haven Theology 
l. Theological Parties 
Despite the appearance of harmony between the Congregational-
ists and the Presbyterians when they entered into the P lan of Union 
of 1801, 14 there were two inherent and divergent theological 
parties of Calvinis tic bent. (Actually, three groups were 
discernible in Congregationalism in the years subsequent to the 
G al 0 15 reat Aw cen1ng. The third was a liberal movement which 
formed the basis of the later Unitarianism of William Ellery 
Channing . The other two parties strove to adhere to Calvinism.) 
One group was known as the New Li ghts, New Divinity, Edwardeans, 
strict Ca lvinists, Consistent Calvinists, and Hopkinsians. 
Professing to be the true followers of Edwards, this group 
preferred to be called "cons istent Calvinists." Its major 
representatives were Nathaniel Emmons, Joseph Bellamy, and 
Samuel Hopkins. The other party in Congregationalism was known 
as the Old Lights, Old Divinity, Moderate Calvinists, Orthodox 
14. By the Plan of Union inaugurated in 1801 Congregationalists 
and Pres byterians joined in planting churches in the West. 
They worked to gether in the American Home Missionary 
Society, the American Bible Society, et al. But as the 
New England theolo gy moved further and further from the 
traditional Presbyterian theology, the majority of the 
Presbyterians, especially those of Scottish and Scotch-
Irish descent, known as the "Old School," and with their 
seat at Princeton, repudiated the Plan of Union (1837) and 
expelled four of their own synods. These became known as 
the New School Presbyterians who continued their collabora-
tion with the Congregationalists until 1861. In 1852 a 
national gathering of Congregational churches abrogated 
the Plan of Union. See below, Section C, "Old School vs. 
New School Presbyterians." 
15. I wish to express Jby indebtedness to Sidney Mead, Nathaniel 
W. Taylor, for much of the following discussion. 
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Calvinists, and Old Calvinists. The aim of this party was to 
adhere to the Calvinism prior to Edwards, which made them, it 
d t f P 't c 1 . . 16 seems, the direct theological descen an s o ur~ an a v~n~sm. 
Representatives of the group were Jedediah Mills and William 
Hart. 
The doctrinal discussion among these parties developed out 
of the revivals of the Great Awakening. The debate between the 
New Divinity and the Old Divinity, or the Consistent Calvinists 
and the Old Calvinists, was not between two systems of theology 
but between varying interpretations within the Calvinistic 
framework. Both groups believed in the sovereignty of God and 
clung to Calvinism's famous five points. The central issue be-
tween them related to man's ability to respond to God, the 
relation of the divine promises to the unregenerate, and the 
nature of regeneration. 
The New Lights in Edwards' time had supported the revivals 
while the Old Lights had withstood them. The former laid great 
stress on the conversion experience while the latter did not. 
Toward the end of the Great Awakening, however, a shift of empha-
sis appeared on the part of the New Lights. They observed the 
excesses and extravagances in the wake of the Whitefieldian 
revivals. They hesitated to endorse the revivals as wholehearted-
ly as they had in the beginning. Edwards, during this period, 
wrote his Nature of True Virtue and Religious Affections to 
guard true religion against its excesses. These two treatises 
16. Ibid., p. ix. 
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formed the basis for Edwardeanism. 17 For it was after the Awaken-
ing that "Edwardean" thought came to be defined. 
18 Besides differences in "temperament," there were signifi-
cant theological differences between the two parties. In their 
attitude toward reason and revelation the Consistent Calvinists 
maintained that the reasoning of the unregenerate was completely 
untrustworthy in dealing with the things of God. The Old Calvin-
ists, on the other hand, upheld the usefulness of reason as a 
part of God's witness of himself. Regarding the decrees of God, 
Old Calvinists were satisfied to rest with the explanation that 
whatever God wills is right for the very reason that he wills it. 
Consistent Calvinists inquired into the reasons behind the divine 
decrees and agreed that the decrees were prompted by disinterested 
benevolence and were designed to promote the greatest good of 
19 being in general. 
On the questions of the nature of sin and regeneration the 
differences were even more marked. While the Old Calvinists 
stressed the inherited or imputed sinfulness of man's nature, 
Consistent Calvinists emphasized man's guilt for his own sin. 
Edwards' Freedom of the Will had assisted in this latter emphasis 
by the distinction between natural and moral ability and inability. 
Culpability, he asserted, lies in the sinful act and not in the 
17. Ibid., p. 124. 
18. Haroutunian, Piety Versus Moralism, pp. 65-67, feels that 
"temperament" distinguishes basically the two parties, the 
Consistent Calvinists concerned with speculation, the Old 
Calvinists with practical results; yet it seems difficult 
to accuse Edwards of not being interested in "practical 
results." 
19. Mead, ~· ~· Taylor, pp. 16, 104. 
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cause or motive back of it. Man's freedom consists in freedom 
from physical compulsion. Sinners have a "natural ability" to 
obey God but are unwilling to do so, which is "moral inability," 
for which there is no excuse. The whole matter of man's resp on-
sibility is as much a fact of revelation as is ~he sovereignty 
of God. In general, Consistent Calvinism held that man was 
created with the power to make selfish or unselfish choices. All 
sin, therefore, is selfishness. Nothing is pleasing to God ex-
cept instant submission and the exercise of disinterested and 
universal benevolence. 
Regeneration, according to the Consistent Calvinists, is 
the re s toration by God of the lost power to make unselfish choices. 
God takes the initiative in the process. Man is passive until 
God intervenes, then is active in the effect or exercise of con-
version. A man cannot place himself in the way of salvation 
through using the means of grace. All "unregenerate doings" 
amount to selfishness and are therefore sin. God does not hear 
their prayers. They are in a state of "moral inability" and 
enmity against God. 
Old Calvinists, on the other hand, while still believing in 
God's sovereignty and yet not probing too far into God's mind, 
thought that sinners were more likely to be saved if they exerted 
themselves in behalf of their own salvation. Although divine 
grace is not within their power, the employment of the appointed 
means of grace certainly is. Sinners may read the Bible, pray 
for mercy, attend church, and avoid any conscious sinning . The 
Holy Spirit can be working in the hearts of the unconverted 
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previous to regeneration preparing them for salvation. Moreover, 
a distinction is to be made between selfishness and "self-love." 
There is in the sinner a legitimate propensity called "self-
love," which is a desire for happiness and a dread of misery. 
The gospel, both through its promises and its threats, can 
appeal to this propensity. But for the Consistent Calvinists, 
the phrase was either equated with selfishness or else was given 
20 
no meaning at all. 
Three of the most prominent figures in the New England 
phase of the Second Awakening (usually da t ed as beginning about 
1801) were Timothy Thvight, Lyman Beecher, and Nathaniel w. Taylor. 
It has been thought that these leaders were the theological 
successors of the Consistent Ca lvinists. But Sidney Mead's 
study on Taylor and the New England theology has endeavored to 
show that such was not the case. Thvight, Beecher, and Taylor re-
verted to the Old Calvinist teaching for their doctrinal posi-
t . 21 10llSo 
2. Timothy Dwight (1752-1817) 
Dwight, the grandson of Edwards, was by background and 
training an heir of Consistent Calvinism. But he early departed 
from his heritage by adopting the Old Ca lvinist conception of the 
20. Ibid., passim. See also Dick L. Van Halsema, "Samuel 
Hopkins (1721-1803), New England Calvinist" (Unpublished 
fh. D. dissertation, Union Theological Seminary, 1956) for 
the thesis that Hopkins was the ori g inator of the ideal of 
"disinteres ted benevolence," so important to New Haven 
theology and to Finney. 
21. Ibid., passim, especially the preface and p. 100, n. 8. 
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use of means. He rejected the sinfulness of "unregenerate 
doings"; hence he urged sinners to use the means of grace, and 
Christians and ministers to promote them in behalf of sinners. 
His temperamental link with the Old Calvinists became apparent 
also in his attitude toward revivals. He stressed practical 
results rather than a rounded-out speculative system. For Edwards 
the First Awakening had come as a surprise; for Dwight and his 
successors revivals were employed with a purpose in view, getting 
lt . t f . 22 resu s 1n erms o convers1ons. Through revivals these men 
would defend Christianity, the Standing Order, and Federalism 
against infidelity, Jacobinism, and the Democrats. The Old 
Calvinist argument for the trustworthiness of reason enabled the 
men in the new revivalism to argue the reasonableness of 
Christianity in the face of infidel opposition. In fighting 
reason with reason, though, their interest was still pragmatic. 
They sought to convert men by the instrument of "common sense" 
philosophy. "They depended upon the reasonableness of their posi-
tion and its clear exposition to bring conviction to the minds 
23 
of their hearers. '' 
22. Ibid., p. 99. 
23. Ibid., p. 64. For a full biography of Dwight see Charles E. 
Cunningham, Timothy Dwight (New York: Harper, 1942). Con-
cerning the question of whether or not Dwight was an 
Edwardean there is some debate. Charles R. Keller, The 
Second Great Awakening in Connecticut (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1942), p. 35, says that Dwight's election 
as president of Yale "symbolized the New Divinity victory 
in Connecticut." But the contention of Mead, !!· !· Taylor, 
is that Dwight, Beecher, and Taylor were more akin to the 
"Old Calvinists" or pre-Edwardeans. The reason is, he says, 
that the true Edwardeans stressed the passive role of the 
29 
3. Nathaniel W. Taylor (1786-1858) 
Taylor was the spiritual son of Dwight and was under his in-
fluence from the time he entered college in 1800 until Dwight 
died in 1817. For four years after his graduation he studied 
with Dwight. By the time that he accepted the pastorate of the 
Center Church in New Haven he had been thoroughly nurtured in 
revivalism and the heritage of Old Calvinism. While pastor of 
Center Church he laid the foundations for "Taylorism." Indeed, 
24 they were begun while Taylor was still Dwight's secretary. 
Taylor reacted against the current e mphases which permitted 
people to wait for God to take the initial step in their salvation 
and to think that they were unable to comply with the terms of the 
25 gospel. He asserted the freedom of the will by approaching the 
sinner in regeneration, and insisted that until conversion, 
all exercises of the sinner, such as prayer, were basically 
sinful. The revivalists of Dwight's generation, however, 
came to feel that even an unconverted person might use the 
means of grace--that he had latent impulses in his heart 
towards regeneration that might be awakened by these 
means. Only thus could efforts to "get up" a revival be 
defended. And, moreover, human reason might assist in 
apprehending God's revelation even before conversion--
an old "Puritan" position, according to Mead. The error 
stems, Mead says, from the fact that Edwards conducted 
revivals and so did Dwight and his followers. But Edwards 
did not seek the revival; Dwight did. One way or the 
other, Dwight and his school perforce gave human effort a 
much greater role in securing conversion. Thus, these 
enemies of ''democracy" wound up by democratizing Calvinism 
to some degree. See footnote 2'6 for reference to Ahlstrom's 
work on the origin of the "common-sense" concept in American 
theology. 
24. Lyman Beecher, Autobiography (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1961), I, 329, 330. 
25. Mead, !!• ~· Taylor, p. 65, n. 36. Mead comments that "in 
every case the revivalists had to discard, or evade, doc-
trines basic to C~lvinism." 
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problem from the standpoint of common sense and the conversion 
of sinners, rather than arguing from God's sovereignty as the 
Consistent Calvinists had done. He was willing to go beyond 
Edwards and insist upon the equality of reason and revelation. 
Even surpassing his mentor he sanctioned the primacy of reason 
over revelation: the Divine Author consents that "the book ••• 
26 
shall be tried at the bar of human reason." The distinction 
which the Consistent Calvinists had made between natural and 
moral ability, he brought before the bar of common sense. This 
criterion tells us that the most common use of "cannot" implies 
merely an unwillingness or a "want of inclination." The fact that 
God punishes the sinner indicates that the sinner has free will. 
The three faculties of the mind constituting a free agent are 
understanding, conscience, and will. "Moral inability" is simply 
disinclination within the realm of the self-determining power of 
the will. God's sovereignty must be understood in connection with 
what common sense tells us about man's free choice. 
Taylor sympathized with the Old Calvinists and Dwight on the 
use of the "means" of grace. He even went beyond Dwight in empha-
sizing the sinner's responsibility. Both Taylor and Beecher 
urged an immediate compliance with the terms of salvation. The 
sinner is not to use the means of grace and then wait for God to 
save him. He is to act now and submit to God now. Since he is 
26. Ibid., p. 109. Taylor took his cue from the Scottish 
"Common Sense Realism," as did Dwight, Finney, and others. 
See Sidney Ahlstrom, "The Scottish Philosophy and American 
Theology," Church History, 24 (1955), 257-72. 
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a free moral agent , said Beecher, he "has power to perform every 
duty which God requires, and is therefore fully authorized to 
regard immediate compliance with the terms of salvation as a duty 
27 
which can be done." In taking this stand Taylor did not re-
ceive the full approbation of Dwight. At most, Dwight's 
concession to his pupil in Center Church was a reluctant one. 
Beecher gave himself the credit for bringing about an understanding 
between Dwight and Taylor on the sub ject. "The only difference 
between y ou and Taylor is, that, if called to direct an awakened 
sinner, you would give him a larger dose of means than Taylor, 
28 
and Taylor, a larger dose of repentance." .fl.s Mead observes, 
the spirits of Consistent Calvinists must have stirred uneasily 
when one of the most fou ght-over points of doctrine was reduced 
29 to a larger or smaller "dose of means." 
In 1822, Taylor came to the newly-established permanent 
chair in theolo gy at Yale. Here he worked out his understanding 
of the doctrine of original sin. The focal point of issue in the 
doctrine was whether or not infants could inherit the actual 
guilt of Adam. Tay lor denied that infants inherited Adam's 
guilt, but he did maintain that they inherited Adam's depraved 
nature in the form of ''an unyielding determination to sin. 11 This 
was the substance, for Taylor, of the "corrup ted nature . 
that was conveyed to all posterity." But infants did not inherit 
27. Ibid. 
28. Ibid. 
29 . Mead, N. W. Taylor, p. 121. 
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Adam's sin itself, and were therefore not liable to Adam's sin 
itself, and were therefore not liable to Adam's everlasting pun-
ishment. In sum, then, Taylor argued that "infants were born 
sinless, that they could not sin until they were accountable for 
their acts, and that all sin, therefore, consisted in 'voluntary 
exercises. 1 n 30 
As a result of such postulates Beecher and Taylor were con-
sidered in the 1820's to be the leading figures in the attempt 
"to introduce a radically new system of religion" called "the 
31 New Divinity" or New Haven Theology. 
4. ~man Beecher (1775-1863) 
What Taylor and others wrote and philosophized about in the 
New Divinity, Lyman Beecher vigorously put into practice. An 
indignant Calvinist wrote him: "You have rendered the same sys-
tem palpable and practical in your preaching and ministrations, 
subserving their cause far more effectually than they have done 
32 themselves." Beecher was indeed "the outstanding pastor and 
30. Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 6. Barnes gives the follow-
ing account of a discussion which took place between Taylor 
and a member of the Orthodox Andover faculty: "'Does the 
infant need regenerating grace in the first month of ex-
istence?' Dr. Taylor replied, 'No.' The inquiry was 
pursued to the sixth month. At that point Dr. Taylor, a 
prolific father, replied, 'I don't know but that the 
child may then need renewing grace.' The Andover 
professors departed more disturbed than before." 
31. The Biblical Repertory and Theological Review (Presbyterian, 
Phila.), n. s. IV (April, 1832), 301. 
32. Quoted in Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 7. 
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church leader on popular questions in the nation. 1133 He was an 
outstanding minister, pamphleteer, and educator, and the father 
of illustrious children. But he considered his own greatest and 
most absorbing task "the promotion of revivals of religion • 
as a prominent instrumentality for the conversion of the world, 
and the speedy introduction of the millennia! reign of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 1134 
This focus of activity had manifest implications for 
Beecher's theology. The doctrine of regeneration, and in particu-
lar the role of the human agency, was his main concern: 
"Immediate repentance" and "immediate submission" were his 
watchwords. "Where Dwight had moderately urged the use of 
'means,' Beecher bluntly told the clergy that they were 
'no longer to trust providence, and expect God will vin-
dicate his cause while we neglect the use of appropriate 
means. ' 11 35 
Charges that Beecher held that a sinner could convert himself 
were touched off when Beecher's sermon entitled "The Faith Once 
Delivered to the Saints" was published in 1823. In the sermon 
he had stated that "men are free agents, in the possession of such 
faculties, and placed in such circumstances as render it prac-
ticable for them to do whatever God requires. 1136 Men were "en-
tirely free and accountable" and God would "send none to hell who 
are not opposed to Him." One must take into account that Beecher 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
William G. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 31. 
Quoted in Bernard Weisberger, )hey Gathered at the River 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1958 , p. 69. 
Winthrop Hudson, The Great Tradition of the American Churches 
(New York: Harper, 1953), p. 69. 
McLoughlin, loc. cit. 
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was the most ardent of those who were trying to beat down the 
rising fires of Unitarianism. For these purposes he concluded 
that what was needed was not "high-toned Calvinism on the point 
of dependence 37 • but a vigorous prescription of free-agency. 11 
Beecher could not always take time to work out the theological 
subtleties but there is no doubt that the gap between Arminianism 
and Calvinism was here considerably lessened. 
Even though Taylor and Beecher both posed as champions of 
th d . th . . t th u • t . 38 h or o oxy 1n e campa1gn aga1ns e n1 ar1ans, t ey were 
aware that their connection with older Calvinism was somewhat 
tenuous. They even preferred to call their views "evangelical 
Christianity," or 11 Taylorism11 and 11 Beecherism11 rather than 
Calvinism. Their departure was seen more openly when the Uni-
tarians pressed the New Haven men to reconcile their doctrines 
with Calvinism. One occasion of Unitarian attack was the criti-
cism of Beecher's sermon mentioned above, "The Faith Once Deliv-
ered to the Saints." The Unitarians claimed that the sermon was 
decidedly anti-Calvinistic. Taylor, iri the meantime, had become 
involved in a debate with Andrews Norton of Harvard (which was 
now Unitarian in its theological orientation). The debate was 
over the central issue of human depravity. 
37. Quoted in Weisberger, Gathered at River, p. 83. Cf. p. 75. 
38. See Mead, !!· !• Taylor, chap. xi, "Connecticut Attacks 
Unitarianism, 1821-27. 11 For an earlier, less thorough, and 
less sympathetic treatment of Beecher's Calvinism, see 
Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, pp. · 5~6.Barnes called 
Beecher's attempts to mediate the extreme doctrines of 
Calvinism "timid." 
35 
The Unitarians defended themselves by dividing their oppo-
nents. They began to emphasize the differences between the 
Calvinists of New England and the Calvinists farther south. 
They pointed out to the Presbyterians that their candidates for 
the ministry in Yale College and Andover Seminary were being 
indoctrinated with a theology that was a departure from orthodox 
Calvinism. Seizing upon a phrase of Taylor, they faced the 
Congregationalists with the question, 11\Vho then are Calvinists?" 
\fuen the New Haven men replied with a more vigorous statement 
of their position, they quite naturally incurred the disagreement 
of the opposing camp of Congregationalists. Thus they countered 
Beecher's campaign by driving in a two-fold wedge: the Presby-
terians became apprehensive of an unorthodox theology that would 
infect the churches being organized under the Plan of Union; and 
the Consistent Calvinists of New England resented the implication 
of complicity in the supposed Arminian and Pelagian trend of New 
Haven. 
C. Old School versus New School Presbyterians 
Under the Plan of Union of 180139 numerous churches had been 
formed in Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, central and western New York, 
Illinois, and Wisconsin. In all of these churches there were 
present two potentially divergent elements, the New England 
Congregationalists who were susceptible to the new theological 
currents, and the more rigid Presbyterians of strict Scotch-Irish 
background. 
39. Supra, p. 24, n. 14. 
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One could in this sense trace the split to Timothy Dwight, 
and in any case surely to Taylor's theology. But a more imme-
diate focal point for the discussion was the young and brilliant 
Presbyterian pastor Albert Barnes. Barnes openly declared his 
affinity with Taylor and New Haven while acknowledging that it 
departed from the Westminster Confession. When, in 1830, he 
was called to the First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, in 
many ways the mother church of the denomination in America, the 
storm broke. Heresy trials were brought repeatedly against 
Barnes by the conservative members of the synod, as they were 
brought against Lyman Beecher, now president of Lane Theological 
Seminary in Cincinnati, by his synod. As these trials and the 
suspicions encircling them multiplied, a division in the church 
rapidly became apparent. 
This division became manifest on the higher levels when 
Union Theological Seminary in New York was founded in 1836 by the 
liberal or New School faction, independent of the control of the 
Presbyterian General Assembly. The Princeton Seminary thereafter 
came completely into the control of the Old School faction. 
From Princeton, theological volleys were fired for the next 
thirty years. The shots were returned from New Haven and from 
New York. 
The crisis came in 1837. At the General Assembly that year 
the well-organized Old School party was in control. By a strict 
party vote they read out of the denomination on charges of 
heresy four synods, and eventually 533 churches and more than 
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100,000 members. The completely-surprised New School met in 
August of the same year and determined to attempt to stand by 
the Plan of Union and to try to regain their status in the 
church at the next General Assembly. But the plan was unsuccess-
ful when in 1838 the moderator of the Assembly refused to recog-
nize their credentials. The result was the immediate formation 
of a new church by the New School which eventually represented 
four-ninths of the ministry and membership of the old church. 
Roughly, the majority of the New Churches was in the North, and 
40 that of the Old School was overwhelmingly in the South. 
Finney's part in national affairs and particularly in 
precipitating the great schism of the churches was so prominent 
that a full treatment of his intellectual biography can no 
longer be postponed. We turn now to a rehearsal of the events 
which brought Finney to this nexus of happenings and will then 
present a full discussion of Finney's part in the Old School-
New School split. 41 
40. I wish to express my indebtedness for the foregoing account 
to William Warren Sweet, The Story of Religion in America, 
Revised (New York: Harper, 1950), pp. 259-62. What has 
been treated above is the outline of the break as it 
would be viewed downstream from the theological eddies 
we have been tracing. There were other important factors 
in the split, in addition to and perhaps partly as a result 
of the theological factors. These are treated in Chapter 
VI below as the background for Finney's thought on 
social reform. See particularly the sections on "slavery" 
and "democracy." For a more detailed exposition of the 
North-South character of the split, see Charles I. Foster, 
An Errand of Mercy, pp. 254-57. Cf. the account of 
Leonard Trinterud, Forming of~ American Tradition, 
passim. 
41. See below, Chapter IV, especially the section entitled 
"New Measures and New Haven Theology." 
CHAPTER IV 
THE INTELLECTUAL BIOGRAPHY OF CHARLES GRANDISON FINNEY 
A. Home and Education 
Charles Grandison Finney was born in Warren, Connecticut, 
on August 29, 1792. His family early migrated to Oneida County 
in western New York. It was here that young Charles began 
attending the country school. He also had two years of schooling 
at the nearby Hamilton Oneida Institute, at Clinton, where he 
came under the influence of the principal, Seth Norton. Norton, 
a Yale graduate and classical scholar, inspired Finney with a 
desire for further education and taught him to sing, read music 
at sight, and play the violin and cello. 
In 1808, when Finney was sixteen, the family moved west-
ward to Henderson, Jefferson County, on the eas·tern shore of Lake 
Ontario. There Finney taught a district school two months in 
summer and three in winter from his sixteenth to his twentieth 
year. Pursuing his ambition for further education, he returned 
to his native town of Warren, Connecticut, in the fall of 1812. 
He attended the local academy for at least a year. Soon after 
he was twenty-one, he went to New Jersey and began teaching 
school. During his stay of three years there he twice returned 
38 
39 
1 to New England and attended a high school for a season. He 
contemplated going to Yale but his teacher in Warren, a Yale 
graduate, felt confident that Finney could study on his own and 
accomplish the four-year curriculum in two years. Somewhat later 
his teacher requested that he assist him in conducting an 
academy in the South. When Finney notified his parents, whom he 
had not seen for four years, they made the trip to see him and 
persuaded him to come home with them. 
His mother's ill health brought him to the decision to re-
main near her. This, in turn, resulted in a significant transi-
tion in his life. In 1818 he entered the office of Judge 
Benjamin Wright in the town of Adams and began the study of law. 
He applied himself with diligence and gained admission to · the bar 
two years later when he was twenty-eight years old. His future 
looked promising. 
B. Conversion 
Finney's dearth of religious experience until about the year 
1818 had amounted to a lack of opportunity to hear preaching 
services and a lack of interest in the preaching that he did hear. 
During his first twenty years in New York he "seldom heard a 
" sermon, unless it was an occasional one from some traveling mini-
ster, or some miserable holding forth of an ignorant preacher who 
/ 
-------
1. Charles Grandison Finney, Memoirs (New York: Revell, 1876), 
p. 5• Throughout this biographical sketch I have tried to 
piece together tlie accounts of l"inney and of his biographer, 
George F. Wright, in Charles Grandison Finney (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin, 1891), passim. 
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will sometimes be found in that country!~ In Warren he attended 
the Congregational church with his uncle and listened to the 
sermons of the minister, read in an "unimpassioned and monotonous" 
3 tone. 
A combination of circumstances in the little town of Adams 
led to an alteration in Finney's religions disposition. 4 The 
frequent references to the Mosaic code in Blackstone and other 
works in law aroused his curiosity. He bought his first Bible 
and used it in connection with his legal study. At times he 
found himself dipping into it further and meditating on some of 
the passages he read. 
About the time that he purchased the Bible, he began 
visiting the weekly prayer meeting at the local church near the 
law office. He attended partly out of curiosity and partly from 
an uneasiness of mind. 
1 t 0 t k to 0 5 a mos 1n o s ep 1c1sm. 
But the prayers that he heard drove him 
The people, he said, prayed almost 
continually for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit but each week 
confirmed that they had not received the answer to their peti-
tions. The whole thing appeared inconsistent, according to 
Finney. Had not Christ made explicit statements regarding 
prayer and answers to prayer? Did not the Bible establish cer-
tain conditions which, if fulfilled, would bring the promised 
2. Ibid., P• 4. 
3. Ibid., p. 6. 
4. Most of the following account of Finney's conversion is taken 
from his Memoirs, pp. 7-18. 
5. Ibid., p. 16. 
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results? Either the Bible was wrong, or he misunderstood its 
teachings, or the people were not truly Christians and therefore 
their prayers did not prevail with God. He concluded that they 
were not complying with the conditions in the Bible, especially 
in their failure to pray in faith, expecting God to give them 
what they asked. 
As he began to take a more active part in the church, even 
becoming the director of the choir, he commenced also to take 
exception to the preaching of George W. Gale, the pastor. He 
felt that Gale assumed things which should have been proved to 
his hearers. In personal conversation with the pastor he was 
unable to obtain lucid, satisfying definitions of terms like 
repentance, faith, and conversion. Gale, for his part, regarded 
Finney as hopelessly hardened and doubted if the choir would ever 
be converted if it remained under his influence. 
Gradually, though, Finney began to fear what would happen 
to him if he should die in his present condition of uncertainty 
about faith. By the first of October in 1821 he saw clearly the 
alternatives before him: either he had to accept Christ or 
continue along a worldly course of life. Whereas once he had 
discussed religion freely with the minister, the elders of the 
church, and other Christians, he was now no longer willing to have 
them thtink that he was seeking salvation. His prayers in the 
office were in a whisper. He took precautions to conceal himself 
when reading the Bible. Of one thing he was certain after all 
the deliberations of the past two years--the Bible was the true 
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word of God and his refuge in this crisis. 
Finney could cite the day of his conversion, October 10, 
1821. He remembered it vividly and the details leading up to it, 
especially the preceding night when he was nervously agitated 
with the overwhelming premonition that he was about to die and 
sink into hell. On the morning of October tenth he made his way 
to the office but was stopped in the street by an inward voice, 
as it seemed, questioning and rebuking him for trying to attain 
salvation through his own works. He then came to the realization 
that the atonement of Christ made salvation a finished work, a 
gift of God. The one thing required of him was a forsaking of 
his sins and an acceptance of Christ as his Savior. After this 
revelation the voice seemed to ask if he would accept this salva-
tion that day. He replied that he would or else die in the 
attempt. 
With this fresh insight into the plan of salvation, instead 
of going to the office, he went to a wooded region on the edge of 
town so that he might pour out his heart to God. As he entered 
the woods, he made a solemn promise not to return until he had 
completely surrendered his will. But when he tried to pray he 
could not muster the words to his lips. His heart refused to 
respond. He was overwhelmed by despair. Several times he 
thought he heard someone approaching or watching him. But he 
recognized this as his sin of pride; he was ashamed of being 
found on his knees in prayer. Then it burst upon him that faith 
was a voluntary trust and not an intellectual state. He told 
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God that he would take him into his heart, and very quickly other 
promises from the Bible flowed into his mind and heart. It did 
not occur to him that he had been converted. As he rose and 
started back he remarked that if he were ever converted, he 
would preach the gospel. A most wonderful feeling of peace 
surrounded him and remained with him throughout the day. 
In the evening, after Judge Wright had left the office, 
Finney tarried with the purpose of trying to pray once again. He 
went into the back room and shut the door. Suddenly, as he stood 
there in the darkness, it seemed as if he met Jesus Christ face 
to face. He looked upon Christ, fell down at his feet, wept 
aloud, and poured out his soul to Christ. Some time elapsed be-
fore he felt calm enough to leave "the interview" and return to 
the front office. As he was about to sit by the fire he received 
"a mighty baptism of the Holy Ghost. 116 He had no recollection of 
having heard such a gift mentioned before. "I could feel the 
impression L~f the Holy Spirii7, like a wave of electricity, 
going through and through me. 117 
That night when he had retired he still was not entirely 
sure he had made his peace with God. But the successive "baptisms 
of the Spirit," both during the night and the follo wing morning, 
convinced him that he had been soundly converted, that the 
Spirit had taken possession of his soul, and that he had experi-
enced a justification by faith which allowed him not the 
6. Ibid., p. 20. 
7. Ibid. 
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slightest sense of guilt or condemnation for sin. 8 
His conversion effected an immediate change of plans. The 
law practice no longer attracted him. On the morning after his 
conversion, one of his clients entered the office and inquired if 
he were ready for the ten o'clock hearing of his case. Finney 
answered with the now-famous line, "Deacon B , I have taken 
---
a retainer from the Lord Jesus Christ to plead his cause, and I 
9 
cannot plead yours." His former fear of being called to preach 
. h d d h h d . bl . f th . . t 10 van1s e an e now a an 1nescapa e yearn1ng or e m1n1s ry. 
His call remained his lifetime conviction. Even his later writ-
11 ing and teaching were subordinate to his commission to preach. 
His attachment to Oberlin College always came second to his 
12 devotion to the saving of souls. 
He had been converted on a Wednesday. On Thursday evening 
he noticed a crowd gathering at the church and filling it to 
capacity. This surprised him because he did not know of any 
meeting having been called. On second thought, he realized that 
his conversion "had created a good deal of excitement in the 
village." He went to the church and, seeing no one prepared to 
8. Although Finney later looked upon his conversion as an abso-
lute miracle, there were the influences of a milieu of 
revivals in western New York and his residence in a con-
servatively religious town. See Weisberger, Gathered at 
River, pp. 90-91. 
9. Ibid., p. 24. 
10. Ibid., p. 25. 
11. Wright, £• g. Finney, p. 139. 
12. Robert S. Fletcher, History of Oberlin College (Oberlin: 
Oberlin College, 1943), II* . 890~ 
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open the service, and sensing that the congregation was waiting 
for him to speak, he rose and told the congregation of his change 
of heart. Following his testimony, Gale (who had been present 
but heretofore silent) confessed that he had discouraged the 
people from praying for Finney. The pastor requested him to lead 
in public prayer, which he did, he said, for the first time. 
The Thursday evening meeting, he relates, was followed by 
a service every night for some time as the revival spread among 
all classes in Adams and extended beyond the village. He set 
out to make sure of the conversion of every member of the choir. 
He paid a short visit to his parents' home in Henderson and his 
words led to their conversion. He continued going to the law 
office but refused invitations to conduct lawsuits. He spent 
hours in fasting and prayer. By the spring of 1822 he had been 
publicly received into the church. 13 
C. Theolpgical Training under George Gale 
Having signified his intention to enter the ministry, Finney 
was taken under the care of the Presbytery of St. Lawrence on 
14 June 25, 1823. He was directed to pursue his studies under the 
supervision of George S. Boardman, of Watertown's First Presby-
terian Church, and Gale. It may have been at this time that he 
informed the presbytery, upon suggestion that he study theology 
13. For a short description of Finney's appearance and demeanor 
see Whitney Cross, The Burned-over District (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1950~. 151; also McLoughlin, 
Modern Revivalism, p. 17. 
14. Finney, Memoirs, p. 45. Here Finney mistakenly writes 1822. 
46 
at Princeton, that he did not wish to be placed under the same 
influence that others h a d been under. He had already had several 
skirmishes with Gale, and disagreed wi th him on t h e doctrines of 
ori g ina l sin, the atonement, and regeneration. Yet there is 
some dispute as to how competent Finney was as a theologian at 
this time. Gale later said that Finney's "peculiar views" did 
not show themselves until years afterward and that the reason 
for Finney's not going to Princeton was rather his failure to 
obtain a scholarship. 15 
In the succeeding months he studied theology , disputed wi th 
his teachers, lectured against the Universalists, s p oke in prayer 
t . d d f h. . t. f h . 1" 16 mee 1ngs, an prepare or 1s e xam1na 1on or 1s 1censure. 
His ex amination in December of 1823 before the presbytery was not 
17 
as ri gorous as he had expected. But the question of the West-
minster Confession of faith startled him. That had not been 
included in his preparation. He replied, however, that he re-
ceived it so far as he understood it. 18 The vote for his license 
to preach, however, was unanimous. 
Shortly after his licensure he accepted a commission from 
the Female Missionary Society of the Western District of the State 
15. Cross, Burned-over District, p. 158. 
16. Wri ght, f.· _§:. Finney, pp. 23-24. 
17. Finney in his Memoirs, sets the date as March 1824. Seep. 51. 
18. Finney later said he had not read the Confession. Some Presby-
terians in western New York may have taken the Confession 
lightly, but this would not explain why a n orthodox Princeton 
graduate like Gale would have omitted it from a candidate's 
preparation. See McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 23. 
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of New York, a Plan of Union organization in Utica, to go as a 
missionary and "labor in the Northern parts of the County of 
Jefferson. • ,.19 He commenced his labors by conducting 
evangelistic meetings in the towns of Antwerp and Evans Mills. 
On July 1, 1824, the Presbytery of St. Lawrence convened in 
Evans Mills and included in its agenda an ordination service for 
Finney. 
Three months later he married Lydia Andrews of Whitestown, 
Oneida County. Within the first week of their marriage, however, 
Finney departed for a revival at Evans Mills and was unable to 
send for his wife until six months later--a testimony to Finney's 
absorption in the revivals which were catching fire in western 
New York. From this beginning Finney went on to become probably 
the most famous evangelist of the nineteenth century. His 
travels wer• reported by the religions press, and the progress 
of his revivals was followed by the religious community. Invi-
tations to visit churches and religious societies poured in upon 
him from all directions. He was continually in great demand. 
20 As he put it, "Am pulled many ways.'' It has been estimated 
that some 500,000 persons were converted as a result of his 
h . 21 preac 1ng. 
19. The commission and a second one of three months duration 
are in the Finney Papers, Oberlin College Library. 
20. Finney to George Gale, Feb. 16, 1831. Finney Papers. 
21. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 70. For a description of Finney's 
early revivals see McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 26~28. 
A description of his greatest revival, at Rochester, is 
on p. 54. 
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D. New Measures and New Haven Theology 
At this point Finney fits dramatically into the Eastern 
struggle whose fundamental issue was the interpretation of 
Calvinism. Beecher had been employing revivals to drive the 
Unitarians out of Connecticut. His acceptance of the pastorate 
of the Hanover Street Church in Boston in 1828 signalized . the 
success attending his labors and meant that the battle was to be 
waged on the enemy's territory. The recurring revivals under 
Beecher were impressive and were interpreted as signs of 
divine favor. But in the midst of the campaign, rumors began 
reaching the ears of New Englanders of certain "New Measures" 
among the Presbyterian revivalists of New York, particularly 
those of a fast-becoming-notorious Charles G. Finney. The 
Unitarian Henry Ware had gone to central New York in 1826 to 
hear the "notorious Finney" and wrote from Utica that "the great 
leader is either a crazy man or an impostor. 1122 Theodore Dwight 
Weld went to Utica in the spring of 1826, was "enraged" at Finney 
for "frightening" his cousin Sophia by his "terrific Jupiter 
Tonans sort of style," and remarked that " this man is not a 
minister and I will never acknowledge him as such. 1123 Asahel 
Nettleton, Connecticut revivalist and close friend of Beecher, 
went to Albany in 1826 to conduct a revival and also to watch 
Finney. He wrote back complaining of the "new measures 11 --the 
spirit of denunciation, females praying toge~her with males, 
22. Quoted in Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 16. 
23. Quoted in Beecher, Autobiography, II, 311. 
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praying for people by name, protracted meetings, and other inno-
t
. 24 
va 1ons. 
Beecher had at first welcomed the reports of the "Western 
revivals." He had heard of the numerous conversions and the 
uplifting moral effects. He had felt confident that the wide-
spread revivals would "raise a rampart around the sabbath, and 
check the burning tides of intemperance and the progress of 
25 heresy and error." But when he began to hear through his in-
former Nettleton of women praying in public, meetings lasting 
far into the night, and parishes being invaded, he recoiled at 
the prospect of injury to the cause of revivals, the unity of 
the church, and the welfare of his campaign against Unitarianism. 
He wrote first of all in a peaceful manner, hoping thereby to 
put a stop to the excesses. He addressed a letter to Finney and 
Nathaniel Beman (a revivalist friend of Beecher but an opponent of 
Finney and his ''new measures") in January of 1827, sending a copy 
26 
of the same and a note to Nettleton. Nettleton quoted Beecher 
as saying that "little temporary defeats may be borne with for the 
greater good, but temporary good may not be purchased at the expense 
of universal and abiding evil." In still another letter Beecher 
stated that "Brother Finney should come upon ground on which we can 
24. Letter dated Feb. 15, 1827. Finney Papers. For a bio-
graphical sketch of Nettleton see McLoughlin, Modern 
Revivalism, pp. 32-34; his opposition to Finney is given. 
For a more detailed exposition of "New Measures" see Cross, 
Burned-over District, pp. 173-84; Weisberger, Gathered at 
River, pp. 101-11; Gale to Finney, March 14, June 6, 
Sept. 6, 1837. Finney Papers. 
25. Beecher, Autobiography, I, 16. 
26. Nettleton to Frost and the Oneida Presbytery, Feb. 25, 1827. 
Finney Papers. 
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sustain him, for we can not justify his faults for the sake of 
his excellencies. 1127 
The opposition of the eastern brethren but served to unify 
Finney and his revivalistic colleagues in the West. Beecher's 
kindly suggestions proved futile inasmuch as the western brethren 
denied the accusation. Beecher then called a convention which 
28 
met in New Lebanon, New York, July 18-26, 1827. The central 
issue was not over doctrine but measures for the promotion of 
. 1 29 rev~va s. There was an even representation of both eastern and 
western sentiments regarding the true facts of the case. On 
several resolutions there was unanimous agreement: all irrever-
ent familiarity with God in prayer should be avoided; care should 
be taken to discrimina te between holy and unholy affections; 
evening meetings s h ould not continue to an unreasona ble hour; 
and care should be taken not to exaggerate accounts of revivals 
of reli g ion. On the subjects of women praying in the presence 
of men, and calling persons by name in prayer, there was l engthier 
discussion. The first ended unresolved and on the second all 
agreed that the calling of persons by name in public prayer ought 
27. Beecher, Autobio graphy, II, 96, 97. 
28. For the clergymen present see ibid., II, 100, 101, and 
Wri ght, ~· Q. Finney, p. 85; for a fuller discussion of the 
"new measures '' and the convention see Wright, ~· Q. Finney, 
Chapter III, "The New Lebanon Convention." For the best 
account of the events in their relationship to New England, 
see Mead, N. W. Taylor, Chapter XII. 
29. Ibid. 
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t b "d d 30 o e avo1 e • 
Both sides felt justified in the positions they had tru~en. 
This is seen in their subsequent writings. Beecher was surprised 
at the gentility of the western brethren. He was said to have 
remarked on the way back to Boston, "We crossed the mountains 
e xp ecting to meet a comp any of boys, but we found them to be 
31 full-grown men." Beecher, characterist i cally, endeavored to 
smooth over the troubled waters for the sake of keeping the unity 
of the church. At the next meeting of the General Assembly in 
Philadelphia in May, 1828, a document relating to the discussion 
32 
of Finney's "new measures" was signed and published. The sub-
scribers agreed to try to keep the controversy out of the public 
eye by ceasing to publish and discuss the disputed issues (which 
were almost wholly concerned with the new revival techniques of 
the western brethren). Beecher was resp onsible for the agreement 
on "new measures" which the Assembly had approved and promptly 
wrote to Nettleton informing him of the action. 33 He made an 
effort to pacify Nettleton by showing that the reasons for their 
former complaints no longer existed. By this tactic Beecher was 
30. Wright, £• Q• Finney, pp. 85-87. Cf. the treatments of 
Cross, Burned-over District, pp. 163-65, and Weisberger, 
Gathered at Ri~ pp. 116-21. A more specialized reference 
is Cole's article, "The New Lebanon Convention," New York 
History, 31 (1950), pp. 385-97. 
31. Ibid., p. 94. 
32. See ibid., pp. 94, 95. Wright says F'inney's signature is 
unquestionably on the paper even though Finney in his 
Memoirs, p. 233, disclaimed having signed it. 
33. Beecher, Autobiography, II, 104-07. 
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employing his familiar gymnastics of trying to maintain two posi-
34 
tions at once. He admitted the former excesses but thought 
that there had been a rectification. 
The Unitarians, of course, as Beecher had feared, rejoiced 
at the whole controversy over "Western revivals" and "new mea-
sures" and took pains to bring all the "revolting scenes" out 
into the light. They thanked Finney for exposing the deformities 
of the revival system. Even though the New England revivalists 
protested, the excesses were the expected outcome of such a sys-
tern. Thus they used Finney to discredit the campaign and 
revivals of Beecher and his associates. Presbyterians, as a 
result, began to extricate themselves from their allegiances with 
Connecticut Congregationalism, looking with disdain upon the New 
Haven trend in doctrine and practice. Throughout the first 
quarter of the nineteenth century Connecticut Congregationalism 
had stood united against successive foes. But by 1826-27 the 
controversy with the Unitarians was waning. The discussion over 
the Finney revivals of the same period helped to precipitate the 
rift in the Congregational fold. 35 The Unitarians from their 
citadel around Boston had succeeded in defeating Beecher's hope 
for a united front. Among the Presbyterians the division was 
accomplished before the break in 1837-38. It was the 
34. Beecher's tactics often confused his contemporaries. Mead, 
~· ~· Taylor, p. 206, says Beecher's desire for the unity 
of the church is the key to understanding his many words 
and actions that seem so contradictory. 
35. I a~ indebted for the foregoing to Mead, N. W. Taylor, pp. 
205, 210. 
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identification of Finney with the "New Divinity" which was in the 
largest measure responsible. 
There was a certain thread of unity, however, being spun 
between the Congregationalists and the Presbyterians. The New 
School Presbyterians believed that their allegiance lay with the 
brethren in New Haven. The Old School Presbyterians amalgamated 
with the conservative Congregationalists to defeat the influence 
of the "New Divinity." When Beecher was asked if Taylor's 
opponents in New England were cooperating with the Old School 
leaders in the Presbyterian church, he replied, "Expressly and 
entirely, and because I would not denounce Taylor, they did 
everything they could to help my assailants.n36 In 1835, while 
the Old School men were endeavoring to bring to trial Lyman 
Beecher in Cincinnati and Albert Barnes (New School Presbyterian) 
in Philadelphia, they were handing Finney in New York an ultimatum 
to leave the church. For Princeton and the Old School, "new 
37 
measures" and New Haven theology were one and the same. 
Whether Finney adopted Taylor's theology in so wholesale a 
fashion as the Old School Presbyterians and the Consistent Calvin-
ists charged is an involved question which requires some rehearsal 
of Finney's theological development. Certain parallels may be 
seen between Finney's earnest ambition "to pull men out of the 
fire" and the primary objective of Taylor "to convict men of sin 
36. Beecher, Autobiography, II, 374. 
37. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 47, believes that Barnes' 
trial brought Finney to his first serious concern with 
Taylor's thought. 
54 
and lead them to Christ." Taylor "remained to the end a preacher 
who taught theology. • • • The conversion of sinners continued 
to be his primary object."38 
Yet the impression one receives from reading Finney's 
account of his own theological development is that he evolved 
his own theology. He said that he obtained his views of depravity, 
the atonement, regeneration, and kindred doctrines through his 
reading of the Bible and the Spirit's leading and instruction. 
He could not accept Gale's teaching (which was essentially Old 
School before Gale's "conversion") on these subjects, and so 
"often when I left Mr. Gale, I would go to my room and spend a 
long time on my knees over my Bible. 1139 His conversion had been 
a dramatic event in his life. He was led to expect the preaching 
of the doctrines of the Bible, as he understood them, to produce 
an experience similar to his. 
Finney's colleagues at Oberlin believed also that Finney 
40 had developed an independent theology, as does his biographer 
Wright. 41 Foster's study of Finney in connection with the New 
England theology incorporates Finney's account in the Memoirs 
and the Oberlin interpretation that Finney's ideas were developed 
independently. 42 
38. Mead, ~· !· Taylor, p. 158. 
39. Finney, Memoirs, p. 54. 
40. See James Fairchild, Reminiscences of Rev. Charles G. Finney 
(Oberlin: n.p., n.d.), p. 80. 
41. Wright, C. Q• Finney, p. 25. 
42. Foster, New England Theology, p. 453. 
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Along with Finney's own insights we note his reaction to 
Gale's theological position and the presentation of that system, 
which in a few years was to be known as Old School (Presbyterian) 
theology. Finney's criterion of a necessary conversion experi-
ence was matched with his disdain for a theology which, in his 
estimation, failed to produce conversion. He regarded Gale's 
theological training (Princeton) as a "strait-jacket'' education, 
one that was sadly defective in correct theology, philosophy, 
and the practical application of the gospel. Gale, according to 
Finney, was holding to a view of depravity that made sin a 
necessary substance in man's nature. Man was constitutionally or 
"physically" depraved. The "theological fiction of imputation" 
placed man under a triple eternal damnation: he was culpable for 
Adam's sin through a literal imputation; he inherited a nature 
that was completely sinful; and by his own acts he unavoidably 
transgressed God's laws. His will was free only to do evil and 
utterly impotent to do good. His sinful nature rendered him 
unable to comply with the terms of the gospel. Regeneration 
meant a change of nature amounting to a physical instead of a 
moral transformation. The work of the Ho l y Spirit had to be a 
physical operation on the substance of the soul. The sinner was 
passive in regeneration until the Holy Sp i rit implanted a new 
principle in his nature. All efforts of the sinner before this 
implantation to save himself were unavail i ng. The atonement of 
Jesus Christ was a benefit limited to the elect. It was a 
literal transaction whereby the debt of the elect was paid by 
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Christ. The Father punished the Son exactly as much as all the 
elect deserved. The obedience of Christ to divine law and the 
benefits of his death were likewise imputed to the elect. Such a 
system implied that salvation for the non-elect was impossible. 
These views Finney attributed to Gale; their implications proved 
disturbing to him. 43 
The natural outcome of Gale's theology was perfectly obvious 
to Finney. Gale did not preach directly for conversions. He 
would preach on the subject of repentance and then before he sat 
down would tell the people in so -many words that they were 
really unable to repent. If he asked them to believe in Christ, 
he made sure to inform them that faith was impossible until their 
nature had first been altered by the Holy Spirit. These qualifi-
cations irked Finney. Preaching that offered an invitation to 
come to Christ and at the same time announced the uselessness -· of 
trying, left most of the people waiting for God to convert them. 
"If they were elect, in due time the Spirit would convert them; 
if they were non-elect, nothing that they could do for themselves, 
or that anybody else could do for them, would ever savingly bene-
fit them. 1144 
He not only resented Gale's theology and preaching, but 
also that larger body of Presbyterians which Gale represented. 
Was not Gale a graduate of the Theological Seminary at Princeton? 
Thus he made his appraisal of the seminary from his contact with 
43. See especially his Memoirs, Chapter IV. 
44. Ibid., p. 153. 
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Gale. His desire to be a correcting, leavening influence in the 
Presbyterian Church emerged when he discovered that the views of 
Gale and Princeton were simply those contained in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. As soon, then, as "I learned what were the 
ambiguous teachings of the confession of faith upon these points, 
I did not hesitate on all suitable occasions to declare my dis-
sent from them. I repudiated and exposed them." 45 
This much having been said for Finney's personal piety and 
study, observations and reactions, one still detects a close 
affinity between his views and those of Taylor, a relationship 
which must have been more than an accidental paralle! of thought. 
Foster credits Finney with an innate ability for original think-
ing, but indicates that Finney's theology was not entirely 
independent of all historical connections. He does not choose to 
dwell long on Finney's system, saying that it can be dismissed 
with one word 11 Taylorism. 11 He admits, however, that the identity 
is by growth and not by initial adoption of Taylor's views. For 
once he had advocated the freedom of the will, it was not strange 
that Finney '1ul timately adopted most of Taylor 1 s positions. 1146 
Warfield (sympathetic to the Old School) says Finney's power of 
originality is probably the true basis for 11 the fundamental 
principle and general substance of his thought." ''Pelagianism, 11 
45. Ibid., p. 59. 
46. Foster, New England Theology, p. 453. For other views see 
Samuel J. Baird, History of the New School (Phila.: n.p., 
1868); John W. Buckham, "The New England Theologians," 
American Journal of Theology, 24 (1920), 19-29. 
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he says, "unfortunately does not wait to be imported from New 
Haven, ••• but Finney's thought ran into the special mold 
47 
of Pelagianism which had been worked out by N • W. Taylor." 
Wright is more concerned than either Foster or Warfield to 
hold Finney and Taylor apart. Nevertheless, he, too, admits that 
historical antecedents of Finney's system can be found in the New 
England Theology and even more in the views of New Haven. 48 When 
Finney went to Utica in 1826 he read Jonathan Edwards' Thoughts on 
Revival and other volumes of Edwards and "spoke of them with 
49 
rapture." Associating with New School men in revivals and going 
as pastor to New York, where he came within the sphere of Taylor's 
influence, are actions which affected the bent of Finney's mature 
50 
theology. 
Some time after 1830 Finney may have visited New Haven and 
discussed theology with Taylor. One minister recalled being 
present when the two were together: "It is about forty years 
since I first met Mr. Finney at the house of Dr. Taylor in New 
51 Haven." Letters between Taylor and Finney give no precise in-
dication that the two ever spoke to each other. One letter 
clearly substantiates the fact that by the year 1828 Finney had 
47. William Warfield, Perfectionism (Phila.: Presbyterian and 
Reformed Pub. Co., 1958), p. 18. 
48. Wright, f· §. Finney, pp. 177-79. 
49. Beecher, Autobiography, II, 91. Wright, C. §• Finney, p. 
178, and McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 85. 
50. Wright, f• §• Finney, p. 179. 
51. See Fairchild, Reminiscences of Rev. Charles G. Finney, p. 44. 
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access to Taylor's views. 52 The writer includes a word of 
caution for Finney: "Take care my friend and don't be 
hasty in adopting peculiarities." 
At any rate, the evidence supports the conclusion that the 
Old School Presbyterians and Conservative or Consistent or "Old 
Light" Congregationalists concurred in identifying Finney's 
"new measures" as the practical outcome of the "Pelagian New 
53 Haven theology.'' There is also some evidence to support the 
fact that the New School theologians were somewhat surprised to 
find Finney in their camp. 54 In either case one must conclude 
that Finney was the "catalytic agent" responsible for the final 
and formal separation of the Old and New Schools in 1837. 55 
Finney survived the split very well. Now securely (if 
56 
reluctantly) accepted by the New School, he moved East with 
his revivals, gained the backing of the wealthy and influential 
Tappans and became a pastor in the "capitol /"i.ic7 of the world," 
New York City. 57 
52. David L. Dodge to Finney, Sept. 17, 1828. Finney Papers. 
53. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 19, 20, 21, 44, 65. 
54. Ibid., pp. 46, 64. 
55. Weisberger, Gathered at River, pp. 87, 140-42. 
56. His former enemy, Lyman Beecher, now said that he had heard 
more truth from Finney than from any other man in the same 
space of time: "I have felt the beatings of his great, 
warm heart before God." McLoughlin, f.todern Revivalism, 
p. 14. 
57. Ibid., pp. 52, 53. 
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E. Oberlin Theology 
Among the numerous pleas for Finney's services as an evan-
gelist were several urgent entreaties from the expanding West. 
As early as 1826 the Finneys had heard from relatives in Cleve-
land, describing the spiritual condition of that part of the 
country, pleading for the Finneys to visit them, and requesting 
58 Finney to preach when he came. Amos Blanchard, the editor of 
a religious journal in Cincinnati, wrote in 1831 telling Finney 
59 
of the spiritual needs of the growing population in that area. 
Especially urgent was the letter from John Hay Shipherd, then in 
Elyria, Ohio; 6° Finney, who was in Rochester, read in Shipherd's 
letter of "the valley of dry bones." Shipherd was ministering to 
a congregation in "a new and flourishing village 24 miles south 
west of Cleaveland ;-;ic/. 11 He wanted Finney's advice on how to 
preach correctly and how to "thrust the two-edged sword into the 
sinner's inmost soul." Not only Finney's counsel but his pres-
ence was needed in "this dead sea." 
While Finney was in Boston, his convert Theodore Dwight 
Weld61 wrote to him from Cincinnati. 62 Finney should forsake 
"those eastern cities" and help to mold the West for Christ. 
58. P. B. and E. W. Andrews to Mrs. Finney, Jan. 22, 1826. 
Finney Papers. 
59. Blanchard to Finney, Jan. 1, 1831. Finney Papers. 
60. Shipherd to Finney, March 14, 1831. Finney Papers. 
61. For more detailed information, see below, Chapter VI, 
"Slavery." 
62. Asa Mahan and Weld to Finney, Feb. 26, 1832 . Finney Papers. 
61 
Arthur and Lewis Tappan, wealthy reform and revival-minded New 
York merchants, did their best at this time to secure Finney's 
63 presence in New York, "the headquarters of Satan." Finney 
accepted the latter's invitation and came to New York. But the 
pressure from the West did not cease. In the latter part of 
1834 the communications came from two part s of Ohio, Cincinnati 
and Oberlin. The sentiments of two groups in Ohio converged to 
persuade Finney to come West and accept the professorship of 
theology in a theological department to be organized at the 
Oberlin Collegiate Institute. 64 The "Lane rebels," on the one 
hand, besought Finney to go to Oberlin. After the trustees of 
Lane Seminary had interfered in the aboli t ionist discussion and 
activity of the students, the seminarians had withdrawn from the 
65 
school. When Shipherd made his trip to Cincinnati and secured 
the decision of the Lane rebels to enter a theolo gical dep artment 
at Oberlin, their condi t i on was that he obtain Finney as the 
professor of theology. A veritable volley of pleas was fired from 
63. L. Tappan to Finney, March 16, and :March 22, 1832. Finney 
Papers. 
64. For the first public announcement of the plan and description 
of the Oberlin Collegiate Institute, see the New York 
Evangelist, Sept. 7, 1833. 
65. See Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, especially Chapters VI, 
"The Lane Debate, 1834," and VII, "The Lane Rebels, 1835." 
For the contemporary documents see G. H. Barnes and D. 
Dumond, The Weld-Grimke Letters (New York, 1924), passim. 
62 
C . . . t F. 66 1nc1nnat1 a 1nney. The burden of the pleas was the need for 
a seminary educating "revival men" and "a new race of ministers." 
About the time that the letter from Stanton and Whipple 
reached Finney, Shipherd, in behalf of his project at Oberlin, 
and Asa Mahan, who had resigned as trustee at Lane, arrived in 
New York to extend a personal invitation to Finney. That Finney 
accepted was soon afterward indicated in a letter to him from 
67 John Morgan. Morgan had been on the faculty at Lane, had taken 
sides with the students (anti-slavery), and had been requisitioned 
by the students as one of the professors on the Oberlin theological 
faculty, together with Mahan and Finney. After Morgan's experience 
at Lane, he was not intending to accept a teaching position at 
Oberlin unless the trustees of the school permitted freedom of 
discussion in the student body, and the admission of colored stu-
dents. Mahan, the Lane rebels, and Finney concurred in this atti-
tude. Finney answered the letter from Stanton and Whipple by 
telling them the conditions he had conveyed to the trustees 
through Shipherd. 68 ''They are, that the question of receiving 
students without distinction of color be left with the faculty 
and that I may be absent 3 or 4 months each winter." In addition, 
"I have given them no encouragement of going except they collect 
66. A. Lyman, S. W. Streeter, et. al. to Weld, Jan. 8, 1835 (in 
Barnes and Dumond, Weld Lette'i=S, I, 184-94). H. B. Stanton 
and George Whipple to Finney, Jan. 10, 1835. Finney Papers. 
67. Morgan to Finney, Jan. 13, 1835. Finney Papers. 
68. Finney to Whipple and Stanton, Jan. 18, 1835. Finney Papers. 
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the requisite funds to put the institution immediately into a 
situation to receive a large number of students.'' Finney reiter-
ated these conditions in a letter to the Oberlin trustees. 69 
The prospect of teaching and training "revival men" at 
Oberlin appealed to Finney. He had had many applications from 
70 young men desiring him to instruct them in theology. Finney's 
purpose in going to Oberlin was not to become a leader in the 
vanguard of those pressing for the immediate emancipation of the 
slaves. His primary purpose was that young men should be taught 
how to save souls and conduct revivals. And this he felt should 
be done in their seminary training. Finney's purpose therefore 
coincided more closely with Shipherd's than with that of Theodore 
Weld. 71 
Another major factor leading to Finney's changing his base 
of operations from New York was his health. In the early period 
of his ministry he had had several seasons of illness. In the 
preface to both his Sermons ~ Important Subjects and his Lectures 
~ Revivals of Religion he complained that insufficient health 
prevented him from laboring as an evangelist. \Vhen he left Adams 
in 1824 he was in poor health even then, but had remarkably im-
72 proved. But good health seemed constantly to elude him for long 
69. Finney to the Trustees of Oberlin Collegiate Institute, 
June 30, 1835. Finney Papers. · 
70. Finney, Memoirs, p. 332. 
71. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 191. 
72. Finney, Memoirs, p. 80. 
. d f t• 73 per1.o s o 1.me. 
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In New York City Finney's health was never perfect. The day 
of his installation as pastor of the Second Free Presbyterian 
74 Church, he was stricken with cholera. Gale wrote to him short-
ly, "I had expected to hear of your death but the Lord has seen 
fit to spare you for further labors and trials in his service on 
75 
earth." Throughout most of the rest of his life Finney's 
health was a problem for him and he never again approached the 
high-water mark of evangelistic work that he reached in the period 
1825-1830. 76 
At the end of the first week in May, 1835, Finney left for 
Oberlin to become professor of theology in the newly organized 
Theological Department, to instruct the Lane rebels, and to in-
spire "a new race of ministers" to dislodge Satan's stronghold in 
the West and win "the valley of dry bones" for the Lord. 
Very plainly Finney was troubled over the state of religion. 
In the winter of 1835-36 he wrote this: 
Brethren, I confess, I am filled with pain in view of 
the conduct of the church. Where are the proper results of 
the glorious revivals we have had? I believe they were 
genuine revivals of religion and out -pourings of the Holy 
Ghost, that the church has enjoyed t he last ten years. I 
believe the converts of the last ten years are among the 
best Christians in the land. Yet, after all, the great 
body of them are a disgrace to religion. • • • 0, if I had 
73. B. W. May to Finney, Sept. 25, 1828; J. Hopkins to Finney, 
Dec. 13, 1830; R. Burgess to Finney, April 29, 1832. Finney 
Papers. 
74. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 12. 
75. Gale to Finney, Oct. 20, 1832. Finney Papers. 
76. Finney to his wife, Nov. 10, 1834; Finney, Memoirs, p. 319. 
the strength of body to go through the churches again, 
instead of preaching to convert sinners, I would preach 
to bring up the churches to the gospel standard of holy 
living. Of what use is it to convert sinners, and make 
them such Christians as these?77 
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By the next winter Finney was proclaiming a new message--
the doctrine of sanctification. Some called it "perfectionism," 
some the "second bles s ing ." With this message Finney longed to 
visit the churches "abroad." In the first regular issue of the 
Oberlin Evangelist he wrote a note to the editor, expressing his 
desire to address the churches t h rough the medium of the bi-weekly 
78 paper. "My mind has been, for some time, laboring with strong 
d esire to revisit the churches where I formerly labored, in t h e 
hope of being instrumental in imparting to them a second benefit." 
His ill health and the hoarseness of his throat made it impossible 
for him "to perform the labor of an Evangelist." 
In the same issue of the Oberlin Evangelist Finney began a 
series of lectures and letters with general refe r ence to the sub-
ject of sanctificat ion for Christians. In his second letter ''to 
the Christian Readers of the Oberlin Evangelist, 1179 he summarized 
the early p eriod of his minis t ry and told of the new solution that 
he had f ound f or the state of religion in the ch urch es. "When I 
77. New York Ev a n ge l ist, Feb. 6, 1836, p. 2 2. Th ere is good 
evidence also that revivals were now defin i tely on the 
decline. See Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 77, 78. Reli gious 
ultraism had reached the peak and begun its decline in 1836. 
Cross, Burned-over District, p. 268; cf. Weisberger, 
Ga thered at Ri ~ pp. 128-29. li'or a contrary opinion see 
Smith, ReVivalism and Reform, p. 62 et passim. 
78. Oberlin Ev angelist, Jan. 1, 1839, p. 9. 
79. Ibid., Jan. 30, 1839, pp. 25, 26. 
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was first converted, and entered the ministry, my mind was power-
fully drawn, as I then thought, and now think, to labor for the 
conversion of sinners. ~tr study, preaching, prayers, visit-
ing and conversation, were devoted to that end." His preaching 
to Christians was only with the view of getting "them out of the 
way of sinners." And he would pursue the same course again--
preaching for the conversion of sinners--if he "had the same ob-
ject in view." But he admitted that he might have been more 
concerned for the progress of those converted. He should have 
used means for the sanctification of Christians as well as for 
the conversion of sinners. 
In revisiting some of the churches, in which I had 
formerly labored, my mind was soMe years since, from time 
to time, deeply impressed with the necessity of doing some-
thing for the sanctification of Christians. And after I 
had been settled two or three years in the city of New York, 
and had labored for the conversion of sinners, I was fully 
convinced, that converts would die--that the standard of 
piety would never be elevated--that revivals would become 
more and more superficial, and finally cease, unless some-
thing effectual were done to elevate the standard of 
holiness in the church. And in attempting to present to 
the church the high and sure doctrine of grace ••• I 
found, to my sorrow, that I had been so long in the pursuit 
of sinners, with the law, to convict them, and only enough 
of the gospel to correct them--that my mind had, as it were, 
run down.BO 
Since arriving at the doctrine of sanctification by faith he 
felt "as strongly, and unequivocally pressed by the Spirit of God, 
to labor for the sanctification of the church ~ asheonce did for 
the conversion of sinners. ·· The Spirit of God, he believed, had 
called him to labor at Oberlin. As for his remarks on the converts 
80. Ibid. 
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of the revivals being "a disgrace to religion," that was not to 
be interpreted as meaning that he regarded them as spurious and 
not true converts. "By this I mean, that, instead of fairly, and 
truly representing the religion of Christ, in your life and 
. . 1 . t . t u81 spir1t, you 1n many respects, gross y m1srepresen 1 • In one 
of his lectures Finney told specifically of the time when his own 
change of thinking respecting the doctrine of sanctification had 
occurred. "The question in this shape had never come fairly and 
fully before my mind as a subject of distinct consideration till 
the last winter of my residence in New YorkJ~2 
Finney's continued concern for the state of the church and 
the converts of the revivals was one factor leading him to the 
acceptance of the doctrine of sanctification. Another important 
factor was the Oberlin environment. "There was only here and 
there a sinner to be converted; hence the religious activity 
naturally took the direction of the elevation of the standard of 
1 . . . 1183 re 1g1ous exper1ence. Sometimes a portion of the congregation, 
after a stirring sermon, would rise and express publicly a sincere 
determination to lead a more consecrated Christian life. The first 
practical discussion of the question as to what degree of holiness 
Christians might hope to attain, was begun in the summer of 1836 
by a group of students who intended to become foreign mission-
aries. Their inquiries had been raised by the views of John 
81. Ibid., Feb. 13, 1839, p. 33. 
82. Ibid., July 17, 1839, pp. 121-24~ . 
83. James H. Fairchild, Reminiscenses of C. G. Finney, p. 238. 
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Humphrey Noyes' publication, The Perfectionist. Their concern led 
to an intensive exploration of the doctrine's implications by 
both faculty and students alike. 84 
Finney was influenced not only by the Oberlin environment, 
but even more directly by Oberlin's first president, Mahan. 
Mahan, too, was troubled over the low state of the church. But 
one day, in the fall of 1836, while his mind was thus employed, 
he made a discovery from his reading of the Bible that Christ was 
not merely his justification but also his sanctification. This 
sanctification, he realized, was by faith and not by any work. 
Mahan emerged--as he later entitled one of his books--"out of 
darkness into light." He made known his discovery to Finney, who 
in turn, it was said, passed through a similar experience: 
When my associate, then Professor Finney, became aware of 
the great truth that by being 'baptized with the Holy 
Ghost' we can be 'filled with all the fulness of God,' he 
of course - sought that baptism with all his heart and all 
his soul, and very soon obtained what he sought.85 
Through a great deal of searching and discussion of the 
doctrine (which led to a reading of Wesley, among others) Mahan 
86 
was the more aggressive of the two. Warfield comments that 
Finney's next few years after 1836 may even be called his "Mahan 
period.n87 
84. Warfield, Perfectionism, II, 54. 
85. Ibid., p. 52. 
86. Ibid., PP• 66, 143. 
87. Ibid., pp. 3-215. This section includes more references to 
Mahan than to Finney, illustrating Warfield's tenet that 
Mahan played the basic role in "Oberlin theology." Cf. 
Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform, pp. 104-06, 111-13~ . 
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Sanctification became the whole of "Oberlin theology" for 
its critics. The predominance of stress upon the one doctrine 
caused severe crises, both spiritual and financial, for Oberlin 
88 College and her teachers. The New School broke its already 
uneasy alliance with Finney and, faced with being identified with 
Oberlin's extremism or reuniting with the orthodox Old School, 
89 
chose the latter course. 
However, Oberlin weathered the storm on its own. It gained 
a more secure financial footing after some years of real hardship, 
and, with the leaving of Mahan and the aging of Finney, gradually 
lost its "holiness caste. 119° Finney continued to make the doc-
trine of sanctification his predominant theme,although his last 
flurry of controversy centered around a battle against Masonry. 
His later years were spent quietly at Oberlin, where he was an 
honored and yet increasingly anachronistic figure, lamenting the 
more frivolous social habits of Oberlin's present students and 
harking back to the earlier, less prosperous, but more holy 
91 Oberlin of other years. 
88. Fletcher, Oberlin, II, passim. 
89. Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 67-68; Sweet, Story of Religion, 
p. 339; Wright, f.· G. Finney, pp. 207-09. 
90. Fletcher, Oberlin, II, passim. 
91. Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 221-23, 239; cf. Fletcher, loc. cit. 
CHAPTER V 
SIGNIFICANT DOCTRINES IN FINNEY'S THEOLOGY 
A. Presuppositions 
Permeating all of Finney's thought are several basic theo-
logical themes which are taken for granted, with little or no 
attempt at formal proof. They are not discussed specifically in 
his Lectures on Systematic Theology but are determinative for 
the direction of his thought. 
1. The Fact of God and His Attributes 
There are no arguments presented for the existence of God 
in the Lectures on Systematic Theology. His reality as a personal 
being, immanent yet transcendent, is taken everywhere for granted. 
In Finney's Skeletons of a Course of Theological Lectures, 1 
however, he gives as the first and foremost of the proofs for the 
existence of God the existence and demand of our own moral nature. 
Man is conscious of having moral character, and has a sense of 
being praiseworthy or blameworthy for his conduct. In other 
words, he has a moral constitution which intuitively imposes upon 
him a moral law. The possession by a fini te being of such a 
constitution and moral law irresistibly reveals a Creator who is 
1. Oberlin: James Steele, 1840; pp. 26, 27. 
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himself a moral being and a lawgiver. It was upon the argument 
from these common convictions of men with reference to the divine 
existence, traceable to the existence of a moral law within them, 
that Finney chiefly relied for his proof of God's personality; 
and he apparently assumes that the elements of this argument were 
present in the human mind from the very first, previous to any 
theoretical or formal statement: 
The existence of God is an inference or affirmation of 
reason removed one step back from consciousness. I think, 
therefore I am. This is the first inference. I am, the 
universe is, therefore God is, is the second step or 
affirmation; and the second has the same certainty as the 
first, because it is based upon it. The existence of God, 
then, is as certain as my own existence and the existence 
of the universe •••• 2 
Along with the general assumption of God's existence can be 
found running throughout Finney's thought certain vital assumptions 
concerning the divine attributes, which naturally affect profoundly 
his concepts of law, moral obligation, divine sovereignty, and 
other crucial ideas. Among these are omniscience and immutability. 3 
Included in the idea of omniscience is not only the belief in the 
fulness of the divine knowledge, but the conviction that there 
4 
can never be "any accession to his knowledge." Finney's idea of 
God's immutability is not that of passivity or inaction, but un-
changeableness in his essential natural and moral attributes, and 
also in his designs or purposes respecting creation. 5 
2. Ibid. 
3. Lectures on Theology, pp. 481-82. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid., p. 486. 
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Particularly do the presupposed attributes of wisdom and 
benevolence rest constantly beneath his reasoning. There is 
scarcely a doctrine in Finney's system which could be sustained 
apart from the unvarying assumption that God is essentially and 
eternally benevolent. Finney held, with Jonathan Edwards and 
Nathaniel W. Taylor, that benevolence, in the sense of willing 
the existence of the absolute good, is 11 the sum of all virtue 
in men, and of all the adorable moral attributes of God. 116 All 
other qualities are but forms of benevolence. Again the basic 
argument for this knowledge about God is derived by Finney from 
the empirical fact of man's own moral na ture which God in his 
benevolence has bestowed upon man, making man capable of discern-
ing good and evil. 7 
2. The Ultimate Authority of Reason 
Few theologians have placed greater reliance upon the 
authority of reason, or done it more frankly and consistently, than 
does Finney. When discussing the supposition of some that philoso-
phy and Christian experience might be contradictory, and that what 
might be true philosophically might not be true in fact, he de-
clares: 
If the intelligence affirms it, it must be true, or reason 
deceives us. But if reason deceives in this, it may also 
in other things. If it fails us here, it fails us on the 
most important of all questions. If reason gives false 
testimony, we can never know truth from error upon any 
moral subject. We certainly can never know what religion 
is or is not, if the testimony of reason can be set aside. 
6. Wright, £• Q• Finney, p. 196. 
7. Ibid., p. 197. For more on the doctrine of God see below, 
section B, "The Doctrine of Moral Government." 
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If the reason cannot be safely appealed to, how are we to 
know what the Bible means, for it is the faculty by which 
we get at the truth of the oracles of God.8 
This use of "reason"'which Finney advocated was most often 
referred to by him as "common sense." Finney constantly appeal-
ed to this faculty of "common sense" in his exhortations to the 
. 1 t" 9 average rev1va congrega 1on. There are certain "laws of the 
mind," he believed, which present us with simple alternatives 
which are derived from the evidence before us, and result in our 
assent to the right or our dissent and moral delinquency. 10 
Finney's thinking here is 
a strange mixture of the two prevailing patterns of 
contemporary philosophy, the religious psychology of the 
Scottish Common Sense school and self-reliant intuitionism 
· of the American transcendental school, though Finney 
probably was not aware of his debt to either.ll 
Finney always felt that the revivalist's best results were 
accomplished by the reasonable, "commonsensical" application of 
12 
"right means" to "right ends." Therefore, he deplored any 
controversy which might detract from the mental concentration of 
t . t tt f 1 t" 13 d t prospec 1ve conver s upon rna ers o sa va 1on, an , con rary 
8. Finney, Lectures ~ Theology, p. 113. 
9. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform, p. 92. 
10. Wright, g_. g. Finney, pp. 191, 192; on "laws of the mind" 
which are never defined directly, see McLoughlin, Modern 
Revivalism, Chapter Two, especially pp. 68-69, 72-73, 84, 
86-87. 
11. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 69. 
12. For a discussion of these terms see Wright, C. G. Finney, 
pp. 214-18. 
13 • E • g • , ibid • , p • 109 • 
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to popular opinion, he always held "excitement" in his revivals 
to a minimum, lest it become an end rather than a means. 14 A 
part of the "democratization" in Finney's whole approach was his 
belief that every intelligent being, whether wicked or holy, is 
endowed with an indestructible faculty which makes certain basic 
truths self-evident and inescapable, "common sense. 1115 
3. The Special Inspiration of the Bible 
Finney presupposes the special inspiration of the Bible in 
the Lectures ~ Systematic Theology, and his principles of 
hermeneutics are not given explicitly. In the opening lecture 
the flat statement is made that the Bible "has been proved to 
be a revelation from God. 1116 Throughout the development of his 
arguments, he invariably, after presenting the matter philo-
sophically, resorts to the concurrent support of the Scriptures. 
He relies on the Bible as his authority and guide in matters of 
conduct and doctrine. 
Inevitably there arises the question of the relationship 
of reason to the Bible. If both are authoritative, which is 
ultimate? There is evidence that Finney applied the principle 
of reason's ultimate authority to the Bible. Statements are made 
which carry the implication that he realized he would have to 
give up the Bible before believing any doctrines it taught which 
would do violence to his own moral intuitions. For example, he 
14. Ibid., pp. 71, 87, 92; Finney, Lectures on Revivals, pp. 10-11. 
15. Finney, Lectures ~ Theology, p. 13. 
16. Ibid., p. 8. 
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declares that selfishness is so obviously wrong, in itself, that 
the "Bible cannot sanction it, and if both God and the Bible were 
17 
to sanction it, it could not be lawful." 
Not that there was any real doubt in his mind concerning 
the reliability of the Bible as the inspired record of God's 
self-revelation. He was convinced that apparent discrepancies 
between reason and Scripture (if these should arise, and Finney 
gives no examples of such discrepancies) would give way, in time, 
b f d t . t• d . f t• 18 e ore more a equa e exam1na 10n an 1n orma 1on. Nevertheless, 
back of the Bible, as well as theology and Christian experience 
and moral law, stood reason, the inner faculty of coherence in 
God and all moral agents, as the guardian and arbiter of truth. 
4. The "Pragmatic" Theory of Truth 
Finney 1 s final counter to a disputant seems to be, ''It must 
be true because it works." Thus the Bible must have come from God 
19 because it "answers every condition perfectly." Finney's battle 
with the Universalists ended in the conversion of many to his 
point of view. Here, said Finney, was "the evidence that the 
20 Spirit of God had blessed my views of the atonement ." "Preach-
ing," he said, ''was good if it won souls and bad if it did not. 1121 
Finney's basic validation for the rationale of his methods and 
17. Ibid., p. 227. 
18. Ibid., p. 243. 
19. Quoted in Wright, c. G. Finney, p. 190. 
20. Quoted in HcLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 25. 
21. Lectures on Revivals , pp. 161, 203. 
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thought was the pragmatic one tested by his own results, as evi-
denced in both his Memoirs and his Lectures on Revivals. "When 
the blessing evidently follows the introduction of the measure 
itself, the proof is unanswerable that the measure is wise." 
"Success" in terms of the number of converts is, he said, "a safe 
criterion." Further, he challenged those who opposed his new 
measures, "Show me the fruits of your ministry and if they so far 
exceed mine as to give me evidence that you have found a more 
22 
excellent way, I will adopt your views. 11 
B. The Doctrine of :Moral Government 
The Edwardean theme of God's sovereignty is appropriated by 
Finney in terms of "moral government. 11. The rule of God according 
to his definition was one of law more than of living, personal 
"11 23 Wl • Accordingly, the first fifteen lectures on his Lectures 
~ Systematic Theology deal with moral government and the cor-
ollary issues of moral law, moral obligation, and obedience to 
moral law. 24 As in the theology of Taylor and Beecher, so in 
that of Finney, the doctrine of the moral government of God is 
the basic tenet. The Creator has established two great divisions 
in his government of the world: the physical, which ma intains 
the material order of things; and the moral, which governs the 
22. Finney, Memoirs, p. 83; Finney, Lectures on Revivals, pp. 
175, 178. 
23. Yet the Edwardean influence is unmistakable. See his Lectures 
on Theology, especially Lectures I-IV. 
24. Mead, N. W. Taylor, p. 125. 
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realm of the mind. 25 In the physical division, government is 
carried out by means of physical laws which act by the force of 
direct physical agency. Moral government operates through motives 
and is made up of considerations and "inducements designed and 
calculated to influence the minds of intelligent creatures to 
pursue that course of conduct which will, in the highest manner, 
promote the glory of God, their own interest, and the happiness 
of the universe. 1126 
Moral government i mplies a moral governor, a moral law, 
moral agents as the subjects of the moral government; , moral obli-
gation, and moral character. God is, of course, the moral 
governor, because of his natural attributes and his moral charac-
ter as well as the fact that he is the Creator and Preserver of 
the Universe. Men, on the other hand, are the moral agents who 
are subjects of the moral government. But in order to be moral 
agents, men must have intelligence, susceptibility of feeling, 
and free will. To the extent which the moral agent has these 
characteristics, he is under moral obligation, which means that 
in every choice he is to act upon the assumption that the well-
being of God and the uni verse is the absolute and ultimate good, 
and to choose so as to promote that good. The moral law is best 
summed up in the words of Scripture: 
Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and 
with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy 
25. The following account, where not otherwise specified, is an 
analysis of the material presented in Lectures I-XVI of 
Finney's Lectures ~ Theology. 
26. Finney, Sermons ~ Important Subjects, p. 80. 
strength: this is the first and great commandment. And 
the second is like unto ~~' namely this, Thou shalt love 
thy neighbor as thyself. 
This law, Finney maintains, is the law of nature; it is not a 
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statute, an enactment, that has its origin or its foundation in 
the will of any being. "It is the unalterable demand of the 
Reason, that the whole being, whatever there is of it at any 
time, shall be consecrated to the highest good of universal 
being. 1128 Moral character is the praiseworthiness or blame-
worthiness of the moral agent, the subject of the moral govern-
ment. 
The universe is dependent upon moral governm.ent "as a means 
29 
of securing the highest good." If the highest good could be 
secured without it, its existence would be an imposition. But if 
the highest good cannot be secured without it, then moral govern-
ment becomes obligatory. "Our nature and circumstances demand 
30 that we should be under a moral government .'1 This is true 
because in order for there to be communal harmony there must be 
either the possession by every member of the community of perfect 
knowledge, or, to compensate for imperfect knowledge and conse-
quent diversity of opinion, the community must subject itself to 
some external standard or rule of duty, as arbiter and guide. 
Since no community has perfect knowledge, the only alternative to 
discord is moral government. f.1oral government thus becomes a 
necessity if the highest welfare of the whole is to be secured. 
27. Mark 12:30-31. 
28. Finney, Lectures on Theology, p. 6. 
29. Ibid., p. 7. 30. Ibid. 
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It is not strange that Finney with his legal training should 
make God's moral law the basis of both his preaching and his theo-
logical system. He saw God as the mighty governor and judge whose 
laws must not be violated. 31 
C. The Doctrine of Sin 
Having dealt with what is really the framework of his theo-
logy, we turn in the succeeding sections to Finney's chief concern, 
man's sinful condition and how he may be saved from it. 
l. The Nature of Sin 
The following two definitive quotations are sufficiently re-
presentative to provide a working basis for an analysis of Finney's 
doctrine of sin. 
What is sin? Sin is a transgression of the law. The law 
requires benevolence, good-willing. Sin is not a mere ne-
gation or a not willing, but consists in willing self-
gratification. It is a willing contrary to the commandment 
of God. Sin, as well as holiness, consists in choosing, 
willing, intending. Sin must be voluntary; that is, it 
must be intelligent and voluntary. It consists in willing, 
and it is nonsense to deny that sin is voluntary. The fact 
is, there is either no sin, or there is voluntary sin.32 
Disobedience to God's law must consist in the choice of 
self-gratification as an end. In other words, it must con-
sist essentially in committing the will, and through the 
will committing the whole being, to the indulgence of self-
love, as the supreme and ultimate end of life. This is 
selfishness. In other words, it is seeking to gratify the 
desire of personal good, in a manner prohibited by the law 
of God.33 
It is obvious that, although Finney refers to an objective 
31. Finney, Gospel Themes, p. 361. For the problems of theodicy, 
see Wright, f· ~· Finney, pp. 195, 199-201. 
32. Finney, Lectures ~Theology, p. 122. 
33. Ibid., p. 181. 
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absolute standard with such words as "commandment" and "law," he 
defines sin primarily in terms of the motives and knowledge of the 
individual. The nature of sin thus turns on words such as the 
following: "choice," "self-gratification," "end," as well as 
"law" and "disobedience." 
a. An Act of Will • . Sin can never be ascribed to 
anything but an act of the will of a moral agent. It cannot be 
ascribed to any constitutional trait or desire which is inherited 
or involuntary. 
b. The Choice of Self-gratification. Sin lies in 
the exaltation of "self-gratification" as the end chosen for its 
own sake. It is the obedience of the will to desire rather than to 
reason. Finney identifies this as the "carnal mind," or the 
"minding of the flesh," of which the Apostle Paul speaks, which 
is "enmity against God." It is essentially the "spirit of self-
seeking.1134 This carnal mind may not be base. It may be cultured 
and refined in outward standards and tastes, and yet self-centered, 
therefore sinful. Sin, therefore, is selfishness. 
However, it is not "self-love" itself, but the voluntary in-
dulgence of self-love as the pattern of life. Self-love, as such, 
is defined simply as "the constitutional desire of happiness," 35 
and as such is an involuntary state, or desire, and therefore has 
no more moral character than the constitutional desire for food. 
"It is no more sinful to desire happiness, and properly to seek 
34. Ibid., p. 85. 
35. Ibid., p. 181. 
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it, than it is wrong to desire food, and properly to seek that."36 
The crucial issue is whether we will seek it by means of self-
gratification and disobedience or by means of subordinating the 
immediate gratification of self to the law of reason and bene-
volence, or, the well-being of God and the universe. One is the 
path of sin and the other the path of virtue. 
c. An Ultimate Choice. The third important idea is 
in the word "end." Finney holds that men "cannot exist as moral 
3~ 
agents without choice," and that all choices can be resolved 
into an ultimate choice of end which "is regarded by the mind as 
intrinsically good or valuable in itself. 1136 Therefore sin is 
not in the overt act, or even in the intermediate volition, but 
in the basic, voluntary "set" of the will which gives direction 
to the whole of life and which alone can give moral character to 
th t d t d . l't' 39 e ou war ac s an success1ve vo 1 1ons. 
To refrain from choosing an end is impossible. One's duty 
is to choose God and the well-being of the universe as the ulti-
mate end; but to fail so to choose is not to evade making an 
ultimate choice, or to temporize with something less than ulti-
mate, but to substitute for this ultimate choice another. In the 
last analysis this substitute ultimate choice must and can only be 
self. There is no third alternative. 
3&. Ibid. 
3'7. ~., p. 180. 
38. Ibid. , p. 181. 
39. Ibid., p. 180. 
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d. Disobedience to Law. Although Finney only little 
oftener than occasionally uses this phraseology in defining sin for 
his hearers, he deals at great length with the idea in his Lectures 
'lO ~ Systematic Theology. Because Finney's central concern in 
these lectures is the establishment of the moral government of the 
universe by God, sin is stressed consistently as willful disobedi-
ence of the objective moral law. This is in contrast to his more 
usual designation of sin as ''selfishness" in his less formal 
writings. 
In summary then: sin consists in choosing self as an ulti-
mate end rather than the "highest well-being of God and of the 
iU 
universe.'' Nothing is virtue but the basic choice of well-
being as the ultimate end, for its own sake. Nothing is sin but 
the failure so to choose, which failure, Finney contends, cannot 
rest in mere neglect or neutrality, but necessarily becomes a 
positive choice of self-gratification. The phrase "sin in the 
heart" must therefore in Finney's theology be defined exclusively 
as an inward voluntary preference.'2 
An implied peculiarity of this concept of sin is that there 
can be no partial sin or partial virtue, nor can both virtue and 
sin exist simultaneously in the same heart. Any so-called ulti-
mate choice of good which makes allowance for incongruous voli-
tions is not sincere, therefore not genuine; if it is not genuine 
40. Ibid., see especially Lectures IV, VIII, XIV-XVII. 
lit. Ibid., p. 181. 
42. Ibid., p. 151. 
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there is no virtue at all, but sin. "Let it be remembered, then," 
he writes, "that sin is a unit, and always and necessarily con-
sists in selfish ultimate intention, and in nothing else. 1143 
What then is the source· of sin if it be not the exp ression 
of a fundamentally sinful nature? The cause of sin is to be found 
in a wrong original choice, in which the sinner prefers self-
gratification to the will of his Maker. In one word, sin is self-
ishness. Here again we note the similarity to Taylor's v 'iew. 
Sin is an act of free wi l l always committed against one's convic-
tion of right. "Indeed," says Finney, ''if a man did not know that 
selfishness is sin, it would not be sin in his case. 1144 A sinner 
is a moral agent; he must hav·e free wi l l in the sense of being 
able to originate his own volitions. Thus a sinner is defined as 
45 
a selfish moral agent. In speaking of a sinner, Finney does 
not mean primarily the down-a nd-out drunkard nor the wayward 
woman; he means every indivi "ual who has not been converted, who 
has not turned from the egoce,ntric to the benevolent outlook. 
"The Bible defines sin as a v·oluntary transgression of law," says 
F . 45 1.nney. Much emphasis is put on the word "voluntary." It is 
not difficult to see how useful for the revivalist is the view 
that sin is completely volunt ary. Sin is a matter of choice, 
something which can be helped, which can be changed, and against 
4~. Ibid., p. 183. 
44 . Finney, Gospel Themes, p. 219. 
45. Ibid., pp. 335-36~ . 
46. Ibid., p. 106. 
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which, therefore, we can take a definite stand. 
Since the following doctrines are closely allied under the 
inclusive heading, the nature of man, we deal with them as p a rts of 
this section (as continuations of the discussion of the doctrine 
of sin) although we realize that the subjects could be considered 
separately. 
2. Original Sin 
Finney interprets the doctrine of original sin, as stated by 
the Westminster Confession and s i milar documents, to imply an in-
herited moral depravity which consists in a "sinful nature. 1147 
"They regard the constitution inherited from Adam, as in itself 
sinful, and the cause of all actual transgression. 1148 "They call 
it original sin, indwelling sin, a sinful nature, an appetite for 
sin, an attribute of human nature, and the like. 1• 49 
Careful study of Finney's Lectures on Systematic Theology 
indicates that his conception of this doctrine turns on the two 
words "constitutional" and "attribute." By constitutional he 
means the essential and inherent nature. By attribute he means a 
universal and ineradicable quality in this essential and inherent 
nature. These terms express what he understands the doctrine to 
involve, i.e., that the "substance of the human soul is sinful in 
4q. Lectures on Theology, p. 241. 
48. Ibid. 
49. Ibid., p. 236. 
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"t lf 1150 ~ se • However, he does not understand the doctrine to imply 
that sin is limited to a perversion in the spirit of man, but in-
eludes every aspect of his humanity. He says: 11The theologians 
whose views we are canvassing, maintain that the appetites, 
passions, desires, and propensities, which are constitutional and 
entirely involuntary, are in themselves sinful. 1151 
But such a view of sin controverts every principle in 
Finney's system. According to that system sin cannot possibly, in 
any true sense of the word, belong to man's essential nature. A 
brief summary will show the incongruity: His system rejects ~ 
priori any doctrine of sin which implies a constitutional inability 
to obey God, which ascribes sinfulness to "anything back of choice, 
52 
and that sustains to choice the relation of a cause," or which 
implies the transmission of sin from one person to another, or 
which assumes that any of Adam's posterity are born necessarily 
sinful because of his sin. 
He thus rejects the doctrine of original sin because it can 
never be reconciled with what he conceives to be the idea of sin 
itself, which is the voluntary and intelligent transgression of 
53 God's moral law. With it, of course, disappears any implication 
of other men in the guilt of Adam's sin. Transmission of guilt he 
holds to be an impossible absurdity. With it, to~ goes transmission 
50. Ibid., P• 231 
5t. Ibid., p. 246. 
52. Ibid., p. 231. 
53. Ibid., P• 230. 
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of moral pollution. Infants are "neither sinful or holy, until 
they are moral agents, and render themselves so by obedience or 
disobedience to the moral law. 1154 But this they cannot be until 
they reach the age of reason. Children are thus born amoral, and 
they can never be anyth i ng else in this world , apart from normal 
development. 
The fatal fallacies of the doctrine of original sin, 
according to Finney, are (l) the failure to distinguish between 
55 physical depravity and moral depravity, and (2) the closely re-
lated failure to discern the moral diff erences between the invol-
untary movements of the sensibility and the responsible actions 
of the will. Only of t h e latter can morality or immorality be 
predicated, whereas the former, consisting of the natural appe -
tites, passions, and propensities, belong in t h e category of phy-
sical depravity. 
3. Depravity 
Two of Finney's sermons deal with "Total Depravity. 1156 To 
begin with, Finney is anxious to show what the doctrine of "total 
depravity" is not. It does not consist in any lack of our facul-
ties to obey God. Nor does it involve a mutilated state of our 
moral powers, or a physical pollution transmitted from Adam . This 
would be "a disease , and not a crime." Total depravity is not a 
principle of sin in the sense of a property or substance transmitted 
54. Ibid., p . 247. 
55. Ibid., p. 241. 
56. Sermons on Important Subjects, pp. 91-114; 115-43. 
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from one generation to the next. Nor is there any sinful prop en-
sity, or constitutional depravity, or disposition to sin prior to 
the time of a man's first exercise of his powers of moral agency. 
There is no sin native or resident in the body as in a "serpent 
to bite, or in a wolf to devour sheep." It does not mean that men 
are as bad as they can be or might be under other circumstances. 
Total depravity does mean, on the other hand, that sinners 
are universally destitute of love to God. More than that, an 
appeal to facts shows also that sinners universally hate God 
supremely. "The carnal mind is enmity against God. 115i However, 
this enmity is not in the mind itself but in a voluntary action 
of the mind. The Bible gives us the definition of sin--"sin is 
58 the transgression of the law." All sin, he interprets further, 
amounts to selfishness--the making of self-gratification the 
supreme object of choice and preferring it to our duty to God. 
Sin does not consist in the substance of our nature but in volun-
tary action. 
The answer to the question why a man becomes supremely self-
ish apart from an inherent disposition toward self-gratification, 
is as follows. We are created without a sinful nature just as 
Adam was. When Adam "awoke into being" he first chose God as his 
supreme ruler and voluntarily dedicated all his powers to the 
service of God. He was perfectly holy, but not infinitely holy. 
Satan, in the person of the serpent, addressed his temptation to 
511. Romans 8:7. 
58. I John 3:4. 
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Adam's constitutional app etites--to the appetite in the body for 
food and in the mind for knowledge. The constitutional appetites 
are not in themselves sinful; only the yielding to the inordinate 
gratification and unlawful indulgence of them is sinful. In 
yield ing to temptation Adam fell from a perfectly holy disposition 
or preference of the mind to a perfectly sinful one. The differ-
ence between Adam and us lies in the amount of temptation. In-
fants possess the original nature of Adam, his created nature, 
prior to his choice of perfect obedience. Little children today, 
however, are in greater circumstances of temptation as a result of 
Adam's fall. One observes in little children the development of 
the desire for self-gratification. At what point in their exist-
ence this desire becomes selfishness, it is impossible to say. 59. 
Whenever this adoption of the principle of selfishness takes 
place, then at that moment we become sinners and depraved. It is 
"the commencement of our depravity. It is our first moral act." 
Everything before that time has no moral character. The passage in 
the Bible that seems to teach depravity from birth60 is only fig-
urative language. To make it teach physical depravity contradicts 
God's own definition of sin as "the transgression of the law." 
"If the child itself, previous to birth, is a sin, then God has 
committed it." Universal sinfulness exists because men everywhere 
adopt when very young the principle of selfishness as their rule of 
59. Finney, Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 157. 
60. Psalm 51:5. 
89 
action. This act vitiates all their moral conduct and gives a 
sinful character to every moral action. Sin is only natural in 
the sense that it is natural for the mind to be influenced in its 
exercises by a supreme preference or choice. But it is not to be 
inferred from the wicked conduct of sinners that their nature is 
sinful. Total depravity properly means voluntary, moral depra-
vity. 
Man is totally depraved, then, but Finney is very insistent 
that he be allowed to define total depravity in his own way. 
There is no sin apart from transgression and no being is or can 
be sinful before he has exercised his powers of moral agency. 
Thus Finney rejects completely the traditional Presbyterian view 
of total depravity. For Finney, total depravity is a voluntary 
condition, the sinner's own act over which he has perfect control 
and for which he is entirely responsible. The Old School men 
pounced on this view of human na ture and pronounced it substan-
tially that of the Unitarians. 61 The conservative Calvinist view 
of original sin that Finney was opposing was that there is a "sin 
in man which is not his own act--native, sinful depravity, 'which 
does not consist in voluntary acts against known law,' and which 
is the efficient cause of all actual sin.••62 This was the view 
of the Old School Presbyterians as well as of the conservatives 
among the Connecticut Congregationalists who were opposing the 
61. Lewis Cheeseman, Differences between Old and New School Presby-
terians (Rochester: Erastus Darrow, 1848), pp. 112-13~ . 
62. Mead, N. W. Taylor, p. 226. 
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teachings of Taylor and Beecher. Thus in this doctrine, as in 
many others of correlative nature, the Old School Presbyterians 
found themselves in agreement with the conservative element of 
Connecticut Congregationalism while the New School Presbyterians 
stood with the New Haven liberal Congregationalists. 63 
4. Election and Reprobation 
For Finney's views on election and reprobation we may turn 
to two of his sermons, " Election" and "Reprobation," in his 
Sermons~ Important Subjects. 64 At the outset we may say that 
Finney connected these doctrines with his views on the moral 
government of God and based them, it seems, on the divine fore-
knowledge. In treating election he begins negatively, as he so 
often does, by way of defining his position. Election does not 
mean that some are saved irrespective of their moral character, 
or that they are forced against their will, or that there is any 
more provision in the atonement for them than for the non-elect, 
or that the non-elect are created for damnation and cannot be 
saved. Election does mean that a part of the human family is 
chosen to eternal salvation as a whole and as individuals. Since 
God is immutable, the choice is an eternal and certain one. The 
reason for the election is not any partiality or arbitrary sov-
ereignty on the part of God. But, being good and wise, God has 
as the great end of benevolence the highest good of the universe. 
The plan of his government, then, includes the salvation of a 
63 . Supra, Chapter III. 
64 • Pp. 238ii-50. 
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greater number than could be saved under any other mode of salva-
tion. "For if t h e salvation of all men would, upon the whole, be 
wise, most for the glory of God, and for the best interests of his 
kingdom, we may rest assured that all men would be saved." The 
elect are those whom God fore·saw could be converted under the 
wisest administration of his government. He foresaw upon whom he 
could bring sufficient moral influence to bear to save them. 
Election does not turn upon anyth ing in the divinely-given makeup 
of the elect (other than the freedom of will) but upon the best 
interests of God's government. On the human level election do e s 
not sup ersede the necessity of means for the conversion of the 
elect. The salvation or damnation of sinners is absolutely 
dependent upon their choice. 
The lost are not reprobated because God is angry in a ma-
levol ent way, for God always sustains an attitude of benevolence 
toward his creatures. God has not elected a part of mankind to 
damnation. He does not love the elect and hate the reprobate. 
Just as God has designed to save the elect upon the condition of 
t h eir repentance and faith, so the reprobate are reprobated 
beca use of their unwillingness to be saved. Their crea tion is 
not for the purpose of damnation but for beneficial reasons. God 
makes u s e of them f or a great deal of good. Somet imes they are 
indispens ab le f or t h e elect, since "they are o f ten the parents of 
the elect." One of three t h ings must happen because o f the wicked 
in the wo r ld: either moral government must be abrogated, or the 
wicked mus t be annihilated, or they must be repro bat ed and sent 
to hell. The last is the wisest use o f the wick ed for it emphasizes 
divine justice and creates respect for Go d 's gov e r nment . In the 
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mind of God reprobation is an eternal purpose, but for the repro-
bate it is conditional and contingent just like election. The non-
elect are not saved because they refuse salvation. God wants to 
save them and does all he can wisely to save them. They are con-
demned because they willfully remain wicked. Saints and angels 
will be satis f ied wi th the justice of God in the damnation of 
sinners. They will take delight not in the misery of the demand 
but in the display of justice and the vindica tion of the majesty 
of God. 
Finney's doctrine of election amounts to God's foreknowledge of 
those who would accept the gospel and live accordingly, an interpre-
tation very similar to that of Arminius. For he says that we are 
not to suppose that the elect will be saved without regard to their 
conduct, or that they will be forced to heaven against their will, 
or that the atonement is any more for them than it is for the non-
elect. The elect who are as yet unconverted (but who, God knows, 
will be converted) are no better than the non-elect in this system. 
They are not elect because they are by nature better than others, or 
because God more strongly desires their salvation than that of the 
non-elect, or because Christ paid a ransom for them. The elect, 
then, must be those who God foresaw would be converted under the 
65 
wisest administration of his government. Finney's argument, like 
66 that of N. W. Taylor, is that the elect are tho s e who fulfill the 
requirements of salvation voluntarily. Indeed, the conversion o f 
the elect is an inducement to the non-elect to turn and live and 
65. Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 255. 
66. Mead, N. W. Taylor, pp. 189-91. 
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"is among the most powerful motives that could be presented for 
67 
the conversion of the non-elect." 
The Calvinistic concept of election is virtually denied 
when Finney says, ''Sinners, your salvation is as absolutely sus-
pended upon your own choice, as if God neither knew nor designed 
anything about it. 1168 Although Finney never mentions Arminius 
by name, he certainly was his theological heir. 
D. The Doctrine of the Atonement 
We begin an exploration of the resolution of the sinner's 
plight as did Finney, with a consideration of how God acted on 
behalf of the sinner in the atoning work of Jesus Christ. 
Soon after his conversion Finney had an opportunity to en-
gage in a debate with a Universalist minister, and in working out 
his arguments against Universalism Finney found that Gale's sub-
stitutionary theory of the atonement could be used and was used 
by the Universalists in support of the doctrine of the final 
restoration. It "was easy to prove that the atonement was made 
for all mankind," Finney wrote, 11 and if the nature and value of 
the atonement were such as Mr. Gale held, universal salvation was 
the inevitable result. 1169 Thus Finney was driven to seek a more 
acceptable theory of the atonement, and being a lawyer found it 
70 
easy to accept the governmental theory. In his view the death 
6-7. Sermons~ Important Subjects, p. 257. 
68. Ibid., p. 260. 
69. Memoirs, p. 49. 
~~. Cf. Foster, New England Theology, p. 454. 
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of Christ was not a literal payment of the debt of sinners, but 
was an act which made it possible for God to forgive men without 
~1 destroying his justice and mora l government. 
This theory of the atonement, known as the governmental 
theory, was first elaborated at length by the famous Dutch au-
thority on international law, Hugo Grotius, in his De Veritate 
Religionis Christianae. It stands in contrast with the substi-
tutionary theory of the medieval church and Calvinism, and also 
to the theory developed later, especially by Horace Bushnell, 
known as the moral influence theory of the atonement. To Finney's 
legal mind the ultimate foundation of the universe was nothing 
less than moral government and moral law. If God had forgiven 
man without an atonement, moral government would have been mocked 
and destroyed. But in dying, Christ made it safe for God to set 
"d th t " f th t th . "t t . ~ 2 as1 e e execu 1on o e sen ence upon e 1mpen1 en s1nner. 
We must still depend on the mercy of God, however, for Finney did 
not hold to that doctrine which says tha t Christ bore literally 
all the penalty and that the converted may, therefore, in justice 
expect to go free. On that basis, he maintained, we should all 
be Universalists, for the atonement was made for all mankind. We 
cannot simply assent to the gospel and go our way in the belief 
that if we are of the elect, God must in justice save us. No, .we 
must still throw ourselves upon an all-merciful God for the gift 
7! . Lectures on Theology, p. 261. 
02. Lectures on Theology, p. 259. 
f 1 t . 73 o sa va J.on. 
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Finney, the revivalist, went far beyond his Calvinist oppo-
nents when he declared for a general atonement rather than a 
limited atonement, even as he had in maintaining the governmental 
theory rather than the substitutionary theory. Not only the 
Bible, but the very nature of the case, affirmed that the atone-
ment must have been made for the whole world. 74 To summarize, 
the atonement is a transaction of such a nature as to make the 
salvation of every sinner possible, but not calculated or designed 
to pay the debt of any sinner so as to make his salvation an act 
f . t• 73 0 JUS l.Ce. Thus the revival was for Finney a divine instrument 
to bring people to throw themselves upon the mercy of God and to 
accept the salvation rendered possible. He contended that con-
verting sinners is the duty of every Christian. The treasure is 
ever awaiting the sinner, but woe unto him who refuses or neglects 
to accept it. He is worse off than the poor man to whom the mail 
brought a letter stating that a rich man in England had left him 
100,000 pounds, and whom the cashier of a neighboring bank in-
formed that he had received the amount on deposit and was holding 
it subject to his call. But the man did not believe it, so he 
76 lived and died as poor as Lazarus. For Finney the door of sal-
vation was always open for whosoever would enter. 
713. Lectures ~ Theology, p. 275. 
74. Cheeseman, Old and New Presbyterians, p. 3. 
75. Finney, Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 270. 
76. Finney, Gospel Themes, p. 186. 
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E'. The Doctrine of Regeneration 
As one who was familiar with Finney's career as a revivalist 
would expect, Finney spent the most of his intellectual effort in 
wrestling with the doctrine of regeneration. Under this general 
rubric--which he used in the broad sense to mean the whole of 
salvation's processes, and in the narrow sense to mean justifica-
tion--we will investigate his views of salvation. 
1. Conversion and Regeneration 
When the inquirers asked Finney what one must do to be saved, 
he began by telling them what they must not do. One must not sit 
around and wait for God to convert him, to give him a new heart--
as the Old School men. teach, he might have added. Nor must one 
seek salvation selfishly, for that would be to deny the very thing 
sought. If one makes his own salvation or happiness the supreme 
end, he will get a "false hope and will probably glide down the 
7'7 pathway of the hypocrite into the deepest hell." In fact, re-
nunciation of self and all that one has is the first essential 
for salvation. One must have confidence in Christ and seek to 
please him rather than self. This naturally leads to the most 
important requirement of all, the "sworn and eternal renunciation 
f · 11 78 h" h . f lf t d A . f "th o s1n, w 1c 1s, o course, se -cen ere ness. sav1ng a1 
is the acceptance by the heart and mind of the great fact that God 
so loved the world that while men were yet sinners, Christ died 
for them. This acceptance is the conversion experience. But the 
7~. Gospel Themes, p. 180. 
78. Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 142. 
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meaning of conversion is essentially to change one's object of 
devotion from one's personal interests to a benevolent consecra-
tion of one's self to God and to human well-being. Conversion is 
changing the moral end of action, substituting benevolence for 
selfishness. Conversion must also be a voluntary act, for even 
God cannot convert a man without his own consent. 79 
According to Finney's system all persons need conversion, 
since before this conversion experience all that one does, even 
the good, is sin, because it is done for selfish ends. Being un-
converted, one cannot be truly benevolent. Finney tells the 
story, among many similar ones, of a venerable man, the father 
of a judge, who was very correct in his living. But he, too, 
must be converted; since he is egocentric and without conversion, 
his good living is a sin and a curse on him. So Finney and the 
man's entire family spent hours and hours in efforts to convince 
the good man that he was a worthless sinner, and that his moral 
living was a form of selfishness. They almost succeeded in driv-
ing him to despair. Finally, under Finney's tutelage, the man 
passed through the conventional conversion experience and was 
thenceforth considered to be among the saints. 
Conversion is primarily the sinner's own act. It is true 
that in a sense the one who speaks to him converts, and in a sense 
God converts, but the actual decision is that of the convert 
freely made. If sinners say they are waiting for God to convert 
them, they are simply mru~ing excuses. In fact, all who do not 
79. Ibid., p. 337. 
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submit to conversion are hiding behind false excuses. Of these 
he knows there are many. Some are hiding in the church itself, 
behind religious affectation, in religious formality, or under 
orthodox creeds. But there is no need to make excuses. "Your 
pardon is ready, made out and sealed with the broad seal of heaven; 
and the blank will be filled up and the gracious pardon delivered 
as soon as by one act of faith. you receive Jesus Christ as he is 
80 
offered in the gospel." "If you cannot make up your mind to 
discard sin and obey God," he used to say, "you may as well make 
up your mind to go to hell! 81 There is no alternative." 
In his preaching to the unconverted in Oberlin Finney's 
basic conviction was that the sinner had the ability to turn to 
God. It was said that on one occasion he appealed so strongly to 
the congregation, with the words, "Will you? Will you?" that one 
82 young lady suddenly rose in her place and said, "I will." . He 
was convinced that few converts were made after the age of forty, 
and that the majority of persons were converted under the age of 
83 twenty. He believed that conversions occurred in a given and 
definite moment of time. "Scripture conversions, all sudden," he 
84 
wrote in one sermon outline. Finney bore down hard upon the 
80. Finney, Lectures to Professing Christians, p. 302. 
81. Gospel Themes, p. 97. 
82. Celia R. Ladd. Personal Recollections of President Finney 
(Spring Arbor, Mich.: n.p., n.d.), p.-s. 
83. Oberlin Evangelist, Feb. 13, 1861, pp. 25-27. 
84 . No. 622, "What must I do to be saved," Finney Papers. 
99 
unconverted with the law of God, the reality of hell and eternal 
death in order to shut them up to the realization of their lost 
85 
condition and their need for God's forgiveness and mercy. 
His two sermons on "Sinners Bound to Change Their Own 
Hearts" and "How to Change Your Heart" are the best source for 
our knowledge of his doctrine of regeneration. Along with other 
New School Calvinists, he made regeneration and conversion syn-
onymous terms. Both terms designate an occurrence in which God 
and the sinner are co-agents. By the ter:m "heart" is meant the 
fountain of all spiritual life. It is that voluntary preference 
of the mind which lies back of all its other voluntary affections 
and emotions, and from which they take their character. We are 
required to change our moral disposition which prefers sin to 
holiness and self-gratification to the · glory of God. Regeneration 
or a new heart is "a change from selfishness to benevolence, from 
having a supreme regard to one's own interest to an absorbing and 
controlling choice of the happiness and glory of God and his 
kingdom." A new heart involves a transfer of allegiance from one 
ruler and set of laws and form of government to another. The 
choice is between Satan and Jehovah, between an empire of self-
ishness and one of holiness. 
Following Edwards, Samuel Hopkins, and Taylor, Finney predi-
cates all virtue of benevolence, and more particularly, of 11dis-
. 86 
interested benevolence." · Benevolence, or good-willing, is 
85. See letter from Lewis Tappan, Sept. 12, 1868. Finney Papers. 
8:6. See especially his sermon, "How to Change Your Heart," 
Sermons on Important Subjects, pp. 43-66, passim. 
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expanded to include supreme love for God and equal love for one's 
neighbor. Benevolence to God is the preference of God's happi-
ness and glory over all created good. God himself prefers his 
happiness and glory to anything else, not because they are his 
own, but because they constitute the hi ghest good. Benevolence 
to our fellow men is the exercise of the same desire for their 
happiness as we have for our own. For one to pursue as a supreme 
good one's own happiness is not only selfishness but also the 
preference of an infinitely less to an infinitely greater good. 
Selfishness is the discord of the soul. Thus "choose God and 
his service--to prefer these to your own interest and to every-
thing else, is to change your heart." 
Urging a change of heart was but one of several approaches 
that Finney thought useful in bringing sinners to a conversion 
experience. Regeneration or conversion implies also obedience to 
God. Religion is willingness to obey God. Conversion is not to 
be regarded as a prolonged work. "It is the first act of genuine 
obedience to God--the first voluntary action of the mind that is 
what God approves, or that can be regarded as obedience to God. 
Th t . . "8i a ~s convers~on. Finney defines repentance as not only a 
change of views toward God and sin but a change of the ultimate 
preference of the mind, involving at the same time a change of 
feeling and action toward God and sin. Faith is more than an in-
tellectual conviction about Christ or the gospel; it is a personal 
trust or confidence in God and in Christ whereby we commit the 
8~. Lectures on Revivals, p. 322. 
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whole soul to him in all his relations to us. True submission is 
yielding obedience to God. So "any of those directions, if com-
plied with, will constitute true conversion.· • It is impor-
tant to find out just where the Holy Spirit is pressing the 
sinner at the time, and then take care to push that point." 
The Bible, in Finney's interpretation, ascribes conversion 
or the making of a new heart to four different agencies: the 
Spirit of God, the truth, the preacher or some other individual, 
and the sinner himself. Finney is explicit that the Spirit of God 
is needed for regeneration. The operation of the Spirit does not 
give the sinner power to change his heart--he has the power and 
ability--but overcomes his obstinacy. Finney rails against the 
"manifest absurdity" of the Arminians: what is obviously a natu-
ral ability they call a "gracious ability," in which the Spirit 
aids the sinner in giving him power to obey God. But if the 
sinner is unable to turn to God, then he is an unfortunate crea-
ture to be pitied instead of a guilty wretch to be blamed. The 
sinner needs the Holy Spirit because he is unwilling and obstinate 
"and this obstinacy is the reason, and the only reason, why he 
h d th . fl f th H 1 S . · t f h · · rr88 ee s e 1n uence o e o y p1r1 or 1s convers1on. The 
sinner's guilt is in proportion to the strength of his unwilling-
ness. The degree of his dependence upon God's Spirit is the 
degree of his obstinacy. He will never repent unless influenced 
by the Spirit. If Jesus Christ himself were to come down and 
88. Lectures on Revivals, p. 301. 
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preach to sinners, not one would be converted without the Spirit. 89 
The Bible ascribes regeneration or conversion, secondly, to 
the truth. The truth is the instrument or motive which the Spirit 
uses to induce the sinner to turh. The truth comprises the motives 
to obedience presented in the gospel. Those motives, taken toge~ 
the~ are of sufficient strength to have kept Adam or any other 
sinner from falling into a state of sin. The difficulty is that 
all men have overlooked the motives to obedience and have yielded 
themselves to the motives to disobedience. Thus the Spirit plies 
the sinner with motives to make him willing. The offers of heaven 
and the threatenings of hell are sufficient appeals and warnings 
to the mind of the sinner, but they cannot overcome his obstinate 
preference for sin. This can be done only by the influence of 
the Spirit. 00 
The Bible ascribes regeneration also to the preacher or to 
any secondary agent who assists in presenting the truth. With this 
in view Finney devoted three of his Lectures on Revivals of Reli-
gion to the text, "He that winneth souls is wise. 1191' He had 
detailed advice to give both ministers and people on how best to 
deal with various classes of sinners. 
A fourth agent in conversion is the sinner himself. The 
sinner should not "wait God's time" but immediately obey, repent, 
89. Ibid., p. 96. 
9G. The work of the Spirit will be discussed more fully infra, 
in the section entitled "Doctrine of the Holy Spirit." 
9!. Proverbs 11:30. 
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and submit to God. Finney charges the sinner instantly to ground 
his weapons of rebellion against the Supreme Ruler. God commands 
men to repent, believe, turn, and make themselves a new heart. 
He does not exhort them to wait for the influence of the Spirit 
or for sovereign grace to change their heart. For "the charming, 
soothing opiate of inability" the antidote is "absolute and un-
conditional and instantaneous submission. .,92 "Religion is some-
thing to do, not something to wait for. 1190 The duty of the 
----
sinner is to turn to God now. Yet, at the same time, the sinner 
never will turn unless God induces him to do it, so that "although 
the act is the sinner's own, yet the glory belongs to God, inas-
much as he caused him to act." 
In Finney's favorite illustration for the various agencies in 
conversion, he asks his hearer to suppose himself to be standing on 
the bank of Niagara Falls. He sees a man dangerously close to the 
precipice and shouts, 11Stop! 11 The man is saved through the by-
stander's intervention, the word spoken, the mercy of God, and the 
man's own turning. 
2. Freedom of the Will in Regeneration 
We have been indirectly dealing with Finney's concept of the 
will, but its importance requires that we come to a direct con-
sideration of this doctrine. In his treatment of the freedom of 
the will, Finney rejected the Edwardean distinction between natu-
ral and moral ability. According to Finney's reading, the 
92. Sermons ~ Important Subjects, p. 84. 
93. Lectures on Revivals, p. 197. 
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commands in God's word imply the ability of man to obey. Thus 
from a text in Ezekiel (18:31) he arrived at the topic for his 
sermon, 11 Sinners Bound to Change Their Own -Hearts." In the ser-
mon he says the sinner's plea of "cannot" is nothing more than 
his ''wi 11 not.'' A sinner has the power or ability to perform his 
duty to God. The obstacle in his path is his sheer unwillingness, 
not any "moral inability." If he is under obligation to do what 
he has no power to do, then sin is unavoidable. Man has all the 
powers of moral agency. He is just as God made him and does not 
need any alteration in the substance of either soul or body. 
Thus when Finney studied Jonathan Edwards on the will, he 
rejected the distinction between natural and moral inability. 94 
Again and again Finney asserted that human ability must be commen-
95 
surate with human duty. This interpretation he failed to find 
in Edwards. "To say that God requires me, on pain of eternal death 
to do that which he knows I cannot do • • • is charging God with 
infinite tyranny. It is blasphemous." 96 The only bondage of man 
is the voluntary bondage to his own appetites and love of the world. 
With this view Finney could demand that the sinner repent and 
submit to God, and the impenitent could find no refuge in the 
doctrine of predestination. The revivalist felt that the doctrine 
of necessitated will had embarrassed and perverted all the practi-
cal doctrines of Christianity. 
94. Gospel Themes, p. 192. 
95. Ibid., pp. 73-74. 
96. Ibid., p. 74. 
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Finney believed that in exp ounding h is system he was correct-
ing a system of though t inconsistent with the clear teach ing of 
Scripture. There are, he said, certain "traditions of the eld ers" 
97 
which hamper the designs of both t h e moral law and the gospel. 
The Ant inomians and Universalists, on the one hand, have set aside 
the designs of t h e law which are mainly to declare the perfection 
of God and the total depravity of man. On the other hand, the 
gospel, which establishes the law a n d provides a substitute for 
the execution of the penalty of the law, has been hindered by t h e 
notions of "physical depravity," "consequent inability," and 
"constitutional regeneration.'' Another tradition is irresistible 
grace--"a limb of physical regeneration." Finn ey reacted more 
veh emently against this interpretation of sin and grace, which he 
credited to Old Schoolism, than he did against the tenets of 
Universalism. He regarded the Old School Presbyterian teach ing 
as an unfortunat e admixture to the gospel. The preaching of 
"physical depravity" and kindred doctrines is a gospel that is 
"a l ibel upon Almighty God!" 
Finney also viewed the freedom of t h e will as he did be-
cause of his view of history. Two dangerous extremes in doctrinal 
preaching, he maintained, are dwelling exclus ively on election and 
sovereignty, and on human ability and obligation. If election and 
sovereignty are preached too much the result will be Antinomianism 
and t h e imp ression that men can do nothing. If ability and 
9i. See "Traditions of the Elders," Sermons on Important Subjects, 
pp. 67-90. 
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obligation are kept too prominent the delusion will be "Arminianism" 
which Finney believed would result in the sinner's "blustering self-
confidence." When he entered the ministry, the former emphasis 
(election and divine sovereignty) was the rule. In the days of 
Edwards and 'fhitefield this preaching held sway in the churches of 
New England, says Finney. The consequence was . that because in 
those circumstances revivals followed from such preaching98 the 
ministers who followed . rtcontinued to preach these doctrines almost 
exclusively." So in the "circumstances" of Finney's day he felt 
justified in stressing "immediate repentance.'' The pendulum had 
swung too far in the direction of dependence up on divine grace. 99 
Finney soon found that not everyone welcomed his emphasis. 
The public controversy over his theology began principally with the 
discussi'on of his sermon on "Sinners Bound to Change Their Own 
Hearts." Opposition over .his preaching and "new measures" had 
commenced early in his ministry. Easterners had heard of these 
innovations by the time Finney preached the above sermon in Boston 
in October or November of 1831. One of Finney's auditors was Asa 
Rand, who represented the Consistent Calvinist line of Congregation-
alism. Rand published a pamphlet containing an "Abstract of the 
Sermon" and a dozen pages of "Strictures. 11100 Rand took issue with 
Finney's views of the voluntary nature of moral depravity, the 
divine agency as teaching and persuasion, and the sinner's activity 
98. Finney has Edwards in mind here, revealing how little he under-
stood the historical tenets of Arminius and Edwards' Calvinism. 
99. Lectures ~ Revivals, pp. 194-96. 
100. Asa Rand, The New Divinity Tried. Boston: Lyceum Press, 1832. 
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in regenerat ion~ Accord ing to Finney's interpretation Rand fol-
lowed Edwards in holding that the divine agency was a physical 
one and tha t it produced a change of n a ture instead of a ch ange 
. th 1 t ~ f t h . d 101 0 f F" I N 1 n e vo _un ary pre r erence o e m1n. ne o •1nney s ew 
Sc h ool brethren h ad a warning for him. 
You know that conversi on by moral suasion only, is the old 
fashioned Arminian, & High Church Episcopal notion. And 
multitudes of people in New England will set a man down 
for a heretic at once, if he talks about conversion by 
moral suasion. The Arminians meant by it to exclud e God 
f rom t h e work. You do not. • • • If Rand can fasten the 
phrase on you, all the explanations in the world will not 
wipe off t h e reproach of Arminianism. As you use it 102 
• it is all true, but find some other phraseology. 
'r he pamphlet and strictures by Rand provoked widespread 
. t t 103 1n e r es • Princeton, too, heard the alarm sounded by Rand 
in Boston. After the publication of Finney's Sermons on 
Various Sub,jects Albert Dod wrote, 11 The chief reason why the 
condemnation of this system has at all ling ered is that its 
10" [the system'iJ true character has not been generally known." 4 
Dod revealed his satisfaction at learning that Finney was 
but a part of the "New Divinity" emanating from New Haven. 
Dod charges that Finney's doctrine of the free will is simply 
"the old Pelagian notions.'' The consequences, he says, of 
Finney's teach ings are both obvious and calamitous--the 
sinner can rest in his sins as long as he wishes because at any 
10~. Memoirs, p. 317. 
102. Joshua Leavitt to Finney, Feb. 26, 1832. Finney Papers. 
103. T. Spencer to Finney, Feb. 22, 1832. Finney Papers. 
104. "Finney's Sermons," The Biblical Repertory and Theolo gical 
Review, (July, 1835~ . pp. 482-527. 
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time he can change his own heart! "We tender him our thanks for 
the substantial service he has done the church by exposing the 
naked deformities of the New Divinity." For Dod, and the Old 
School, "the new divinity and the new-measure system" were to be 
regarded as two trunks out of the same root--Pelagianism. 
3. Sanctification 
a. The Development of the Doctrine in Finney's 
Thought. Prior to the Oberlin period of his preaching, Finney 
spoke of sanctification as a progressive work carried on subse-
quent to one's justification or regenerat i on. In his sermon on 
"Sinners Bound To Change Their Own Hearts" he said that the new 
preference of the mind "should gain strength, stability, firmness, 
and perpetuity; and thus take control of the whole man. This pro-
cess constitutes sanctification. Every act of obedience to God 
strengthens this preference, and renders future obedience more 
natura1."105 In the last two lectures in his Lectures on Revivals 
of Religion, which he revised for the 1868 edition, 106 the contrast 
between his earlier and later teaching on sanctification is especial-
ly evident. In 1835 he spoke of "growth in grace" as obeying the 
law of God more and more perfectly, "becoming more holy, or obeying 
God more fully and constantly." In 1868, while still admitting a 
growth in grace, he spoke of relinquishing sin "instantly and 
10~. Sermons ~ Important Subjects, p. 16. 
106. Cf. "Backslider in Heart" and "Growth in Grace" in the 1835 
and 1868 editions. The "revised" edition consisted mainly 
in his rewriting these two sermons. (All references in 
this dissertation are to the 1868 edition unless otherwise 
specified.) 
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wholly," of living in "a state of continual consecration" to 
Christ, and of the "appropriation of Christ by faith." Nowhere 
in 1835 or before, did he say that "we are as truly sanctified 
by faith as we are justified by faith." "Sanctification by 
faith," "entire sanctification," and "entire consecration" were 
to be used in a later period of his thinking and preaching. 
10·7 We have traced . the influence which may have had a bearing 
on Finney's development of the doctrine of "perfectionism. 11 Of 
course, the Oberlin men never accepted t4e charge of being "per-
fectionists. 11 In Mahan's address before the Society of Inquiry 
in Oberlin, in September, 1838, he presented the Oberlin doctrine 
under the subject, 11 Is Perfection in Holiness Attainable in This 
L . f ? 11108 1 e. He defined perfection as "perfect obedience to the 
moral law," as loving God with all our powers, and our neighbor as 
ourselves," as consecrating our whole being to God. That this is 
the practicable duty of Christians may be inferred from: (1) the 
affirmations made in the gospel respecting provisions for perfec-
tion in holiness (e.g., Romans 8:3,4); (2) the promises of per-
fection in holiness included in the New Covenant (e.g., Jeremiah 
31:31-34; Hebrews 8:8-11); (3) the commands of Scripture to 
Christians under the New Covenant (e.g., Matthew 5:48); (4) the 
prayers of Christ (John 17:20-23); (5) the promises of Scripture 
which are conditional on this state (e.g., Isaiah 26:3); and (6) 
the testimony of Scripture that some have attained to this state 
lOli. Supra, Chapter III, "Oberlin Theology." 
108. Oberlin Evangelist, Nov. 1, 1838, pp. 1-6. 
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(e.g., Paul). Other reasons were added for the rationality of 
the attainability of perfection in holiness. Does this doctrine 
lead to perfectionism? "It has absolutely nothing in common with 
it, but a few terms derived from the Bible." Among other things, 
perfectionism abrogates the moral law and all obligation, substi-
tutes the direct teachings of the Spirit in place of the Word, 
and surrenders the soul to blind impulse. The Oberlin men stoutly 
rejected any connection with "Antinomian Perfectionism." 
Finney was the first to declare publicly the new doctrine of 
Oberlin. The second half of his series of Lectures to Professing 
Christians showed how his mind had been changed. The eleven lee-
tures that he delivered before he left New York for Oberlin in the 
spring of 1836 indicated, to be sure, his concern for the state of 
religion. It was within that period that he spoke of converts 
b · '' d" to 1 · · 11109 e1ng a 1sgrace re 1g1on. But a year later there was a 
new ring of gladness in his lectures, as if he had found the solu-
tion for the ills of the church. In hi s two .. lectures ori "Christian 
Perfection11110 he emphasizes a literal interpretation of the text, 
Matthew 5:48: "Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which 
is in heaven is perfect." He discusses (in the order of his usual 
procedure) what is not meant by the command and what is intended 
by it (that perfection is a duty, that it is attainable), and 
· closes with objections "commonly urged against the doctrine of 
Christian Perfection." By the term ''perfection" he does not mean 
109. Supra, p. 65. 
110. Lectures to Professing Christians, pp. 339-82. 
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that we must have the same natural perfections that God has, or 
perfection of knowledge, or freedom from temptation. Rather, 
perfection is the same as benevolence or holiness. It is perfect 
obedience to what the law of God requires, which is disinterested, 
impartial love to God and equal love towards our neighbor. So we 
should love impartially as God loves. This is perfection. And 
we are able to render unto God this perfection that he requires. 
"Are ~ not always to infer, when God commands ~ thing, that 
there · is a natural possibility of doing that which he commands?"l 'lil 
The difficulty to overcome in the doctrine of Christian perfection 
is the unwillingness of Christians to become perfect, just as 
there is a similar unwillingness in si~ners to become Christians. 
Finney does not hesitate to use the term "perfection," because he 
finds it used in the Bible. Various passages in both the Old 
ld.2 Testament and the New Testament show that "perfect sanctification 
is the great blessing promised throughout the Bible," and that 
sanctification is the principal blessing promised to the world 
through the Messiah. 
b. The Simplicity of Moral Action. After the first 
period of the practical out-working of the doctrine came a longer 
lil .L The italics are ours. The doctrine of sanctification at 
Oberlin here shows its New School theology ties. Says 
Wright in describing the Oberlin men: 11\Vhat they were all 
agreed in, however, was the natural ability of the human 
will to keep the law of God, or, in other words, the 
equation between the extent of obligation and that of 
natural ability. 11 --Wright, f.• g. Finney, p. 210. 
lu2. E.g., Ezekiel 36:25-27; Jeremiah 33:8; Matthew 1:21; 
Ephesians 5:25-27; I John 1:9;and. I Thessalonians 5:23. 
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period, beginning in 1841, of formal expression. This second 
period may be said to have been initiated with the public presen-
tation of the doctrine of "the simplicity of moral action." The 
presentation was credited to William Cochr an, a member of the 
Oberlin College class of 1839, and a member of the theological 
class of 1842. In the spring of 1841 he made an address before 
the Society of Alumni at commencement. The view expressed was 
that it is a metaphysical impossibility for the will to be di-
vided between two contradictory moral attitudes of sin and holi-
ness. Consequently, conversion is to be thought of as involving 
entire consecration or obedience. The first exercise of faith 
includes all the faith that is possible under the circumstances, 
without further light. The converted man does not exercise par-
tial faith but lacks establishment in righteousness. He is not 
to seek _after holiness--he already possesses that--but after a 
constant state of holiness, in other words, permanent sanctifica-
tion. The latter has become the goal of Christians. One is 
entirely sanctified, then, at conversion or regeneration, but 
permanently sanctified when the fluctuation between holiness and 
sinfulness ceases. Thus there are not two classes of Christians, 
some partially and some wholly sanctified. There is no "second 
conversion.'' Growth iu grace means more and more complete deliver-
ance from interruptions of entire consecration until permanent 
sanctifica tion assures no interruption. All Christians are 
sanctified when they are converted; the remaining question relates 
113 
to the constancy of that sanctification. 113 The modified teach ing 
of the doctrine of sanctification, resulting from the presentation 
of the simplicity of moral acti on, became the characteristic posi-
114 
tion of the Oberlin theology. 
Warfield makes reference to the possibility of Finney's 
holding to the doctrine of the simplicity of moral action as early 
as 1839, but adds that "it seems to have been left to two of the 
theological students at Oberlin of the class of 1842 (William and 
Samuel Cochran), to bring it out of comparative negl e ct ••• and 
make it a determining factor in Oberlin thinking. 11115 Finney says 
that men have mistakenly believed that a _ person may be partly holy 
and partly sinful in the same exercise of the will. 11 I was for-
merly of this opinion myself; and I believe in some of my reported 
lectures it is expressed."llfi Kindred to this mistake is the view 
that some degree of selfishness may co-exist with some degree of 
holiness. But both of these involve ultimate intentions of the 
mind; they may alternate but certainly not co-exist. It is a 
11·3. Foster (New Eng land Theology, pp. 463-64-') recognizes the 
New England corollary of the doctrine in certain arguments 
of Emmons and Hopkins, and quotes the latter: " Every moral 
action is either perfectly holy or perfectly sinful." 
114. Warfield, Perfectionism, p. 143. I am indebted to Warfield 
for much of the foregoing exposition. 
115. Ibid. , p. 84. 
116. Finney says this in his Lectures ~ Systematic Theology, in 
his chapter on "Unity of Moral Action": -'"The last supposi-
tion is that a latent preference, or right intention, may 
co-exist with opposing sinful volitions. I formerly 
supposed that this could be true, but am now convinced 
that it cannot be true •••• 11 . (p. 108) 
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mistake to think that entire conformity to the law of God implies 
that the mind's attention must be continually and exclusively di-
rected to God. Entire holiness does not imply an equal degree of 
strength in the affections of the mind at all times. Another 
mistake had been in the definitions of partial and entire sancti-
fication. The former cannot relate to the degree of holy love, 
for "love must be supreme, in degree, to be holiness at all." 
But partial sanctification is "that state of mind, in which, it 
sometimes acts selfishly, and other times benevolently." "A 
state o ·f entire permanent sanctification, 11 on the other hand, "is 
nothing else, than a state of entire and perpetual dependence on 
Christ, and on the Holy Spirit. It is the state in which the 
mind throws itself entirely upon the supporting grace of Christ." 
Other mistakes respecting a state of entire holiness are, that it 
is inconsistent with the exercise of our constitutional suscepti-
bilities, that it implies a cessation of spiritual warfare, and 
that it is inconsistent with growth in grace. These views com-
prise most of what Finney had to say later in his systematic 
treatment of the doctrine of the simplicity or unity of moral 
action; but that he did not uniformly or consistently uphold the 
d t · b th \V f" ld and m · ht ll~ oc r1ne, o ar 1e nr1g agree. 
Finney, in company with Mahan, staunchly insisted that the 
passage in Romans 7:14-25 is not to be interpreted as a Christian's 
f . th . d 11" . 118 war are w1 1n we 1ng s1n. Paul is speaking hypothetically, 
11·7. Warfield, Perfectionism, p. 142; Vright, C. G. Finney, 
p. 222.; 
118. Oberlin Evangelist, April 24, 1839, pp. 74-76. 
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as if it were his experience, but actually the passage illustrates 
the influence of legal motives on the minds of the unregenerate. 
The designation is of sinners who are convicted but as yet .uncon-
verted. The regenerate, however, are delivered from the power of 
temptation. Sin does not have dominion over them. If the ruling 
preference of the mind is to glorify God, then "occasional sin 
may occur through the force of powerful temptation; but no form 
of sin will be indulged."119 This follows, of course, from the 
view that if the ultimate intention iS holy, the volitions will 
likewise be holy. Grace overcomes sin so that it is no longer 
habitual. 
c. Entire Sanctification. In 1840 Finney began a 
series of lectures which were gathered int o a volume entitled 
Views of Sanctification. For a general consideration of the sub-
ject of sanctification he takes as his text I Thessalonians 5:23, 
24, and commences with a definition of sanctification. It is "a 
state of consecration or a being set apart to the service of 
God." By "entire sanctification" he means the consecration of the 
whole being to God, which is the requirement of the moral law. He 
distinguishes between entire and permanent sanctification. Entire 
sanctification, he says in this first lecture, 120 permits temporary 
diversions, but permanent sanctification i s a "state not only of 
entire but of perpetual, unending consecration to God." Then he 
lHJ. The "Christian warfare, 11 Finney believed, is with temptation, 
not indwelling sin. 
120. "Sanctification," Oberlin Evangelist, Jan. l, 1840, pp. l-5. 
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deals with thirty-five points to show what is not implied in en-
tire sanctification. He repeats his assertions that it does not 
imply the annihilation of the susceptibilities, or the cessation 
of Christian warfare, or the necessity for no further growth in 
grace. "Entire and permanent sanctification does imply the fact, 
that the sanctified soul will not sin. But the only reason why 
he will not, is to be ascribed entirely to the sovereign grace 
of God." The question naturally arises as to perseverance in 
holiness. This he says is 11 to be ascribed alone to the influence 
of the indwelling Spirit of Christ, ins t ead of being secured by 
any habits of holiness which we have or ever shall form." 
In his second lecture on the same subject and text, 121 he 
tells what is implied in entire sanctification. For one thing, 
the sum of all that is implied in it is love. Another implication 
is that of "entire conformity of heart and life to all the known 
will of God however it may be made known." 
U!2 In his next lecture he shows that the state of entire 
. sanctification is attainable on the ground of natural ability and 
the promises of God in the Bible. "Now, as entire sanctification 
consists in perfect obedience to the law of God, and as the law 
requires nothing more than the right use of whatever strength we 
have, it is of course forever settled t hat a state of entire and 
permanent sanctification is attainable in this life on the ground 
of natural ability." Moreover, the provisions of grace assure us 
lZl . Oberlin Evangelist, Jan. 15, 1840, pp. 11, 12. 
122. Oberlin Evangelist, Jan. 29, 1840, pp. 18-20. 
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that we have a rational hope of attaining it in this life. Where 
the commands and promises of the Bible "coincide, the only remain-
ing condition for appropriation is the exercise of faith. Thus 
there . is full provision in the gospel for overcoming the three 
great enemies of the soul--the world, the flesh, and the devi1. 123 
"Total abstinence from sin," he recommends, should be every man's 
124 
motto. 
In his eighth lecture he takes up the question of when entire 
t .f. t· · tt · bl 12a o th d · f t 1 sane 1 1ca 1on 1s a a1na e. n e groun aga1n o na ura 
ability and the provisions of the promises, "it follows that a 
state of entire sanctification is attainable at once." Further, 
"that God is able not only to produce present but also to confirm 
us in a state of perpetual sanctification, is plain from many 
other passages of scripture." Faith, however, is the sole condi-
tion of reception. 
In his ninth and last lecture on the same subject and text, 
he presents his customary series of closing remarks. He thinks 
it is a ridiculous tendency "to avoid the use of scriptural language, 
and cleave to the language of such men as Edwards, and other great 
and good divines." He sees no necessity for substituting "entire 
consecration" in the place of "perfect" or "entire sanctification." 
In the year following 1840, when " t he simplicity of moral 
123. Oberlin Evangelist, Feb. 12, 1840, pp. 25-27. 
12~. This phrase was, of course, an adaptation from Finney's 
views on intemperance. Cf. his · lecture, "Backslider in 
Heart," Lectures ~Revivals, p. 413. 
125. Oberlin Evangelist, April 8, 1840, pp. 57-59. 
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action" became a prominent part in his doctrine of sanctification, 
Finney did not fail to preach, emphasize, and reiterate his 
"second benefit" for the church. He made more frequent usage of 
the term "entire consecration. 11126 It is the same as entire 
sanctification, and is the beginning of all true religion. He 
claimed that Jonathan Edwards in his Religious Affections fully 
asserted "all that any of us at Oberlin have ever pretended to 
teach ·on the subject of entire sanctification." So regeneration 
consists in entire sanctification, or consecration to God, and the 
only remaining question is one of establishment or permanency. 
"Entire obedience" means the same as entire sanctification. 
d. The Relation of Sanctification to Justification. 
Finney rarely ever uses the term "justification." Instead he uses 
almost exclusively a term which generally has a broader theologi-
cal reference, "regeneration." A reconstruction of his thoughts 
about what is ordinarily designated "justification" reveals some 
interesting implications for the doctrine of sanctification. 
Finney rejects the imputation theory as a monstrous theolo-
gical fiction. On the contrary, justification is the free execu-
tive pardon of a judicially condemned sinner, upon certain 
f f ·t bl d "t" 12V or e1 a e con 1 1ons. The ground of justification is the 
mercy of God itself, but the conditions are the atonement (as a 
satisfaction of God's justice), and the faith and obedience which 
126. Oberlin Evangelist, April 14, 1841, pp. 57-59. 
12~. Lectures ~ Theology, p. 384. 
119 
can only be performed by the individual . 128 s:~.nner. Sanctification, 
then, defined as present full consecration to God, becomes not the 
consequent of justificati on but its condition, as does also per-
. t' 129 severance 1n consecra 1on. He says: "be it always remembered, 
that no faith receives Christ as a justification, that does not 
receive him as a sanctifi cation. Perseverance in obedience 
to the end of life is also a condition of justification. 11130 
In a sermon on "Justification" in 1843 Finney stated clearly 
that a man is justified just as long as he remains obedient, "and 
that when he falls into sin, he is as much condemned as any other 
. 131 
sinner, because he is a s1nner. 11· Thus lacking a more substan-
tial foundation for judgment, one could conclude that justifica-
tion follows sanctificati on--not in the permanent but in the 
entire sense. Complete justification will depend on complete 
and permanent sanctificat ion. Or, to put it in other words, 
sanctification seems to be permanent justification. 
F. The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit 
In 1839 and 1840, largely under the influence of ~1ahan and 
John ~lorgan of Oberlin, Finney gave fuller attention to the doc-
trine of the Holy Spirit . 132 Whereas he had all along fervently 
believed in the work and influence of the Spirit, he now came to 
128. Ibid., pp. 389, 396. 
129. Ibid., pp. 391-92. 
130. Ibid., p. 390. 
131. Oberlin Evangelist, July 19, 1843, pp. 113-15~ . 
132. Warfield, Perfectionism, p. 66. 
120 
realize that the believers should seek "the baptism of the Holy 
Gh t " · 1 · ft b t t th · · 13a os as a spec1a g1 , su sequen o e1r convers1on. He 
felt that his own instruction on the subject had been "defective" 
--it was "not so distinctly before my mind formerly, as it has 
been of late." The baptism is to be obtained after believing 
and is "the secret of the stability of Christian character." 
Holiness, power, and stability are the three main gifts 
that the Spirit imparts to Christians. 13• The promised blessing 
135 
of the Abrahamic covenant, he says in one sermon, · was the gift 
of the Holy Spirit to the Gentiles through Jesus Christ. "The 
Holy Spirit of promise" is for the Christian a gift to be re-
ceived after regeneration. "Every individual Christian may 
receive and is bound to receive this gift of the Holy Ghost 
through faith at the present moment." Finney relates the baptism 
of the Spirit to his doctrine of sanctification in his lecture on 
"Death to Sin11 : 136 
The baptism of the Spirit does not imply the bestowment of 
miraculous gifts, as some seem to have supposed. • But 
it does imply such a degree of divine influence as will 
purify the heart. • Spiritual baptism, is the purifying 
of the heart by the Holy Spirit. 
The reception of Christ's promise to baptize with his Spirit must 
be by faith, "by throwing the mind open to his influences." If 
133. Oberlin Evangelist, May 26, 1840, p. 76. 
134. On the lack of clarity over what precisely were the effects 
of the baptism of the Holy Ghost, see Warfield, Perfectionism, 
pp. 119; 21. 
135 . Oberlin Evangelist, Aug. 14, 1839, pp. 137-38. 
136. Oberlin Evangelist, July 15, 1840, PP• 113, 114. 
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one would enter into this death to sin, he must be baptized with 
the Holy Spirit. New trials will call for more baptisms of the 
Spirit: !I renewed temptation calls for fresh and more po wer-
f ul baptisms of the Holy Spirit." 
In one manuscript set of his class lecture notes on revivals 
o f reli gion (18 74) Finney writes: "This baptism of the Spirit, is 
held by some to be sanctification, but the Bible treats it as a 
blessing ~o be given to the already obedient ; " In the same place 
he remarks, "This blessing is not sanctification but God's ac-
ceptance of it. It is. not the blessing of holiness, but only God's 
acceptance & conf irmation of it." This is the stability which the 
Holy Spirit imparts to the Christian, and this stability is the 
clue to understanding Finney's position on permanent sanctification 
and perseverance in the faith. He says t hat moral beings never get 
beyond the natural possibility of sinning. They will always be 
subject to temptation. "Nothing that grace has done, or ever 
will do for us, can render our perseverance in holiness 
unconditionally certain." When it is said, "Christ will keep us 
if we k eep ourselves," the expression is "the exact truth." Even 
the angels in heaven know that they are li a ble to sin and must 
persevere or be sent to hell. He rejects the distinction which 
he once held, that a man can be perfectly justified and yet im-
perfectly sanctified, that justification is instantaneous while 
sanctification is progressive. One act of faith does not perma-
nently justify. On the basis of experience every man feels con-
demned when he sins. Nevertheless, it is reasonably certain that 
all those who rely upon t he grace of Christ and the influence of 
1317 the Holy Spirit will eventually be saved. 
This sealing, this earnest of our inheritance, is that 
which renders our salvation sure. • • • It is of the 
last importance that converts should be taught not to 
rest short of this permanent sanctification, this 
sealing, this being established in Christ by the 
special anointing of the Holy Ghost. • • • The 
baptism of · the Holy Spirit subdues the power of the 
desires, and strengthens and confirms the will in 
resisting the impulse of desire, and in abiding per-
manently in a state of making the whole being an 
offering to God.l38 
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In one of his sermon outlines he writes, "Permanent ·& whole sane-
130 tification is the gift of God through the Holy Ghost.rt 
G. Eschatology 
Although Finney did not formally consider the doc t rine of 
''last things,'' his works contain innumerable random references, 
which form at least some definite patterns. 
1. The Doctrine of the Millennium 
The doctrine of millennialism cons t ituted the social equiva-
lent of individual benevolence and perfection. Finney, like most 
of his contemporaries, including Beecher and Taylor, believed that 
through the spread of Chr istianity the world itself was gradually 
working toward a state of perfection. Eventually there would be a 
137. The foregoing is a resume of Finney's article in the Oberlin 
Evangelist, Dec. 16, 1840, pp. 201-03. 
138. Tract, "How to Win Souls.rt Finney Papers. 
139. Warfield has r i ghtly observed that the "New Divinity" critics 
of Oberlin did no t fully perceive t hat the Oberlin men 
ground ed their doctrine of "perfectionism" not in "na tural 
ability," but in a doctrine of grace. "Thus even Finney 
susp ends t h e actual attainment of entire sanctifica tion on 
grace, not nature; and seeks the evidence for it there f ore 
from Scrip ture." (Perfectionism, pp. 79, 82.) 
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period of one thousand years of universal peace and plenty which 
would lay the basis for the return of Christ and the ultimate 
est ablishment of God's kingdom on earth. Because of the widespread 
interest in revivalism in the nineteenth century and because of 
the great strides which the United States was making tow~rd f ree-
dom, prosperity, piety, morality, and the pursuit of happiness 
f 11 . t . t . 1 it 0 t 1 . 1 . . t f th d or a 1 s c1 1zens, mos evange 1ca m1n1s ers o · e ay 
agreed with Finney that the millennium spoken o f in the Bible was 
to begin in America and that it would probably begin within a 
very short time. In his Lectures £.!!. Revivals, for example, Finney 
stated, " If t h e church wi ll do her duty, t h e mi llenium ;;,ic/ may 
14'1 
come in this country in t h r ee years." 
However , h e had no use for the premillennial theory of 
William Mil ler , the New York Baptist farmer who toured the country 
in the years 1833 to 1843 preaching that the millennium would not 
begin until after the Day of Judgment and predicting that Christ 
would -return to judge the world in the year 1843. Finney was 
"persuaded that what he expects to come after the judgment will 
Hl2 
come before it." Finney and his colleagues at Oberlin thought 
Miller was utterly mistaken in believing that the world was getting 
worse and worse instead of better and better. How could Miller 
f ail to see the great progress in morality that had come with t h e 
140. Supra, Chap ter I. 
14.1. P. 282. For similar views on the relationship betwe e n 
American progress and revivalism, see Lyman Beecher, quoted 
in Barnes, Anti-s l avery Impulse, p. 7. 
142. Oberlin Evangelist , April 1 2 , 1843 , p. 58. 
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new interest in revival activity and the great reform movements? 
Finney's view of the millennium then could be called optimistic 
postmillennialism. During all the time Finney remained at 
Oberlin he never failed to stress "that the conversion of sinners 
was the first essential to the ~illennium, which once accomplished, 
would be followed by the comparatively easy success of other re-
f ,,144 orms. 
But though the stress upon the evangelical motif of salva-
tion was primary, it was accompanied by emphasis on other means 
by which the new age would progressively be brought to pass. 
Finney repeatedly set forth the place of the stewardship of 
money, energy, talents, and the total life as a means of meeting 
the "poverty, desolation, and death" in the world. "God calls on 
you to exert yourself as his steward, for their salvation; to use 
all the property in your possession, so as to promote the greatest 
145 possible amount of happiness among your fellow-creatures." 
Any kind of val id reform received favorable attention as a 
means to further the coming of the new age. Abolition, equality 
143. Oberlin Evangelist, October 25, 1843, p. 173. There were 
many different concepts of what the millennia! system was 
to be. Miller visualized it as the personal reign of 
Christ over the earth; Beecher saw the millennium as a 
theocratic system similar to the Bible Commonwealth of 
seventeenth-century Massachusetts. Society might, in 
Beecher's eyes, attain a kind of perfection under the 
guidance of the churches and clergy, but human nature would 
never be perfectible on earth. Finney's millennium con-
sisted of a mixture of Christianized direct democracy and 
perfectionist anarchy. See Finney, Lectures ~ Theology, 
pp. 361-62. 
144. R. S. Fletcher, Oberlin, p. 210. 
145. Finney, Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 209. 
of the sexes, racial equality and many causes found support from 
Finney and his Oberlin colleagues as 11 steps toward the millenni-
um.11146 Finney did not deal specifically with the character of 
the millennium, and we are thus left to speculate about the exact 
relationship of such movements for reform to his eschatology. He 
seemed to believe that the world, through the s p read of 
Christianity and its consequent involvement in benevolence, was 
gradually working toward a state of perfection. When this per-
fection reached a certain degree of completeness, there would be 
a period of one thousand years of universal blessedness which 
would lay the basis for the return of Christ and the ultimate es-
tablishment of God's kingdom on earth. 14' The reforms were thus 
marks of the progressive perfe€tion which would eventually lead 
th "ll . 148 to e m1 enn1um. 
Beyond this reconstruction it is difficult to spell out fur-
ther the ramifications of Finney's views. As on so many points, 
he did not pursue to the depths many of the subtle implications 
of his main tenets. 
2. Eternal Punishment 
As one would expect, Finney believed in a literally burning 
hell to which all the wicked would be consigned for eternal 
punishment. And, of course, his sermons are filled with advance 
146. Fletcher, Oberlin, p. 415. 
147 . Supra, p. 123. 
148. Lectures on Revivals, p. 282. 
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warnings of this place to the unconverted. One such example 
should suffice. "APPEAL TO SINNERS," he would write at the end 
of a sermon outline. Very often, after a doctrinal exposition 
of a passage or truth of Scripture, the "appeal" sounded like this: 
Mercy has come, and would fain gather you under her 
outspread wings where storms of wrath can never come. But 
no, the sinner pleads against it--cavils, runs, fights, 
repels the angel of mercy--dashes from his lips the waters 
of life. Sinner, this scene is soon to close. The time 
is short. • • • Are you going to die, my young friend? 
• Death seizes its victim. See, he drags the fright-
ened, shrieking soul to the gateway of hell; how that soul 
recoils--groans--what an unearthly groan--and he is gone! 
••• Dying sinner, you may just as well have mercy today 
as not. 149 
Finney justified his preaching of the wrath of God and punishment 
of sinners by saying that it was necessary to convince men of 
their lost condition, without which the preach ing of Christ does 
150 
no good. 
To the argument of the Universalists that God is a God of 
love and would not condemn any to eternal punishment, Finney re-
plied that they did not understand the love of God. God's love 
would be mere good nature unless it established a system with 
151 penalties great enough to persuade the sinner to repent. 
Finney believed that a punishment less than eternal misery 
would cause men to make light of the moral law and to give them-
. 152 
selves up to v1ces. 
149. Gospel Themes, pp. 34, 35. 
150. Oberlin Evangelist, March 31, 1858, pp. 33, 34. 
l5J. Gospel Themes, p. 5. 
lG2. Ibid., p. 122. 
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3. Unresolved Issues 
Finney leaves us wi th many unanswered questions about his 
eschatology. For example, the exact sequence of "last events" is 
most obscure. Whether or not the new age on earth which he en-
visioned was that which is the age designated in theological 
parlance as the "eschaton" is an open question. Also, we are told 
at great length in sermonic material the terrible consequences 
whi ch await the sinner wh o does not "change his own heart." But 
we are tol d very little about the final state of the red e emed 
beyond phrases such as "they will reign wi th God. '' We are not 
told how the millennium on earth will differ from the reign of 
Chri st or how ei ther of these is related to the traditional 
concept of ''heaven." Finney's Lectures on Systematic Theology 
contain only two volumes of a planned series of three or four 
volumes. P erhap s if Finney had published the other volumes--h is 
manuscript writings contai n no notes fo r t hes e plans--we would 
h a ve a more systematic and rigorous account of his thoughts on 
eschatology. 
H. Summary: Finney's Conservative Theo l ogy 
Finney modified only t h ose doctrines which conflicted with 
the experimentally va l idated metho ds necessary to p reserve re-
vivalism. Thus, he freely discarded every suggestion of man's 
inability to accept the truth of the gosp el. He opposed excessive 
stressing of man's physical depravity a nd had no use for 
128 
t
. 153 
constitutional regenera 1on. At the same time, he inveighed 
a gains t Ant inomianism, Universalism, and Unitarianism, and re-
tained his belief in t h e inevitable selfishness of human nature 
under original sin, the moral government of God, and a literal 
hell. The latter doctrine did not trouble him in the slightest. 
It could be handled under the traditional Edwards-Hopkinsian 
treatment, which stressed divine law in the cosmos: if the cosmic 
structure of the Good is so clearly knowable by man, then God is 
readily seen to be justified in damning souls when it is necessary 
f or the sake of the good of all being. 
In the moral realm, Finney and his associates carried on a 
tremendous drive to order all things wholly in accordance wi th 
God's laws. Despite his emphasis upon moral and intellectual 
freedom, however, Finney was not a prototype of the theological 
liberal. He lacked the liberal's corresponding intellectual 
drive for breadth and inclusiveness in addition to internal con-
sistency and coherence. 
If the impetus for intellectual integration had been as 
strong in the New School evangelists as was their drive for moral 
integration, they might have survived the change in world view 
which was already in process when they began their work. Their 
own presuppositions about sin and man's moral self-determination 
153. Constitutional regeneration was an Old School Calvinist doc-
trine which was closely allied with the doctrine of election. 
It was odious to Finney because it implied that regeneration 
was somehow a part of the 11 given-ness" of man's makeup or 
constitution, wh ereas Finney stressed that regeneration was 
dependent upon the choice of man's free will. 
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would probably have produced liberalism in time if these had been 
combined with an impulse for intellectual integration. As it was, 
the New School was not in danger of becomi ng liberal. The new 
world view increasingly centered about science. It presupposed 
both change and continuity in all things. Revivalism, on the 
other hand, continued to presuppose no change where there was 
change and ra.dical discontinuity where change was recognized. New 
moral and world views eventually made their dramatic impact upon 
prevailing currents of thought with the rise of natural and moral 
evolution to the center of intellectual attention in and beyond 
academic circles. A crisis was thereby raised for revivalism 
wh ich could be met only by the formulation of a rigid dogmatism, 
a total resist ance on apriori grounds. 
Finney's theolo gy was part of a continuing pattern in the 
nineteenth century, a progressive swing of the theological 
pendulum from emphas is on the divine to emphasis on the human 
element in the process of salvation. 
In regenerat ion, Finney emphasized God's just condemnation 
o f the individual under the inheritance of original sin and the 
centrality of t h e a tonement to salvation through the work of 
Christ. However, by the time he had finished denying tha t the 
individual suffers any disability whatsoever in appropriating the 
grace offered in the atonement, the problem o f sin retained in 
hi s conception little o f the seriousness which stands out in the 
Biblical attitude toward the problem. Finney did h old a formal 
130.; 
benevolence, love to God and love to neighbor. 15 4 Finney asserted 
that it was possible for man to attain this perfection of living 
without known sin (selfishness). By his exaltation of t h e moral 
law Finney escaped at least in h is early years the dangers to 
which an antinomian perfectionism inclines ·. However, not al l of 
the revivalists avoi ded t h e pit fal ls of this doctrine, and the 
doctrine fel l into d isr epute. Finney himself emphasized the 
doc trine much less aft er t h e d i s mis s al from Oberlin of Pres i dent 
Mahan in 1850. 155 
In other converts the enthusiasm of the revivals led more 
direc tly to participation in various kinds of benevolent and re-
form movements. This was a turning outward of the revival toward 
good works in the r eli ef of the poor, t he rescue of t h e oppressed , 
the conversion o f the heathen, the rehab i l itation of the immoral , 
and t h e e ducation of the ignorant. The chief connection between 
Finney's theology and t h e great benevolent and reform movements 
o f the day came through his do ctrine of disinterested benevolence, 
an active love toward all conditions of men, especially t h e u nder-
privileged. As men grow in grace, they become more a nd more in-
clined to do go od to others. The whole of moral obligation 
resolves itself into an obligation to b e dis i n t erestedly bene-
15 6 
volent, that is, to will the highest good f or its own sake. This 
154. Lectures to Professing Christians, p . 253 . 
155. Mahan, as we have seen in Chapter IV above, was the basic 
influence in Oberlin perfectionism. 
15 6. Lectures ~ Theology, p. 324. 
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little doubt that t h is doctrine of disinterested benevolence owes 
much to that of Samuel Hopkins and Jonathan Edwards. 
To Finney disinterested benevolence was of the very essence 
of true religion. The religion is vain which consists of forms 
a nd prayers and does not add to these the energies of benevolent 
effort. Finney felt that a mere negative morality, refraining 
f rom evil, was an abomination in God's sight even though one's 
fellow men may esteem it highly. The true Christian is active in 
the expression of his good will toward his neighbor. Goo.d works 
are the children of true faith. 158 Finney says that many professing 
Christians hold that nothing is needful but simply faith and re-
pentance, and that faith may exist without real benevolence and 
consequently without good works. 11No mistake can be greater than 
t h is. The grand requisition which God makes upon man is that he 
15S become truly benevolent." The preaching of a theology like that 
could have but one effect upon conscientious converts, to send 
them out with great enthusiasm for all causes promising human 
betterment. 
However, it should be noted that the basic philosophy for 
Finney was always the conversion of individuals, not any large-
scale program of social action or legislation. Unlike the late 
nineteenth-century and early t wentieth-century movement known as 
157. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, p. 10. 
158. Lectures to Professing Christians, p. 9. 
159. Gospel Themes, p. 328. 
the social gospel, Finney made an individualistic appeal, the 
appeal of the revivalist for the acquiesence of a convert. This 
cast was given to the reform movements which sprang up in his 
wake. The individual was asked to sign a pledge that he would 
not indulg e in the use of intoxicat i ng liquors and asked to 
signify by raising his hand t hat he repented of the sin of 
slavery and pledg ed himself to 11 immediate abolition gradually 
accomplished. 11160 We turn now to a full exploration of Finney's 
thought on social issues. 
160. This was a catch-phrase used by t h e more moderate faction 
with which Finney i dentified himself. 
CHAPTER VI 
FINNEY'S THOUGHT ON SOCIAL REFORM 
IN RELATION TO HIS TOTAL THEOLOGY 
After much experimentation the author has found no "logical" 
way to order the various sections of this chapter. He therefore 
begins with the subject to which Finney gave the most attention, 
slavery, in order that the greatest number of facets of his social 
approach will be before us at the outset. The order - therea:ft·er, 
as consistently as possible, follows the social importance which 
the topics themselves exhibit. 
A. Slavery 
Finney upheld the cause of abolition, referring to slavery 
as "this abominable abomination" and "this hell-begotten system." 
He did not, however, turn aside "to make it a hobby or divert the 
1 
attention of the people from the work of converting souls." His 
early allusions to the subject were mostly in prayers and preach-
ing rather than in any single lecture or series of lectures. In 
his lecture on "Hindrances to Revivals 112 he spoke his mind freely 
just as he had done on other topics of reform: 
1. Memoirs, p. 324. For a concise treatment of the general issue 
of slavery, see Cross, Burned-over District, pp. 217-26. 
2. Lectures on Revivals, pp. 263-93. 
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The time has come, in the providence of God, when 
every southern breeze is loaded down with the cries of 
lamentation, mourning and wo. Two millions of degraded 
heathen in our own land stretch their hands, all shackled 
and bleeding, and send forth to the church of God the 
agonizing cry for help. And shall the church, in her 
efforts to reclaim and save the world, deafen her ears 
to this voice of agony and despair? God forbid. The 
church cannot turn away from this question. 
Slavery is "a great national sin." It is a sin in the church and 
all denominations (save the Quakers) are guilty. The churches 
have been consenting to the evil by permitting slaveholders to 
belong to their communion. Just as Finney had excluded 11 traf-
fickers in ardent spirit, and rumdrinkers from the communion," 
so he has excluded slaveholders. 3 But he would not make his 
judgment or example the rule for other ministers and churches. 
Certainly he is not going to "withdraw from the church because 
some of its ministers or members are slaveholders. My duty is to 
belong to the church, even if the devil belongs to it. When I 
have authority, I exclude slaveholders from the communion, and I 
always will as long as I live." If Christians would take their 
stand on this reform, as on all others, they would carry public 
sentiment with them and "there would not be a shackled slave, nor 
a bristling, cruel slave-driver in this land." Yet Finney would 
not have the attention of the church become so preoccupied with 
the objective of abolitionism "as to neglect the main question, 
of saving souls. "4 
In the Oberlin period of his ministry, beginning in 1835, 
3. New York Evangelist, Nov. 8, 1834, p. 179. 
4. Ibid., passim. 
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and when he returned to New York City for t h e first t wo winters 
of that period, Finne~y continued to denounce the "sin" of slavery. 
He proclaimed: "Heaven shall know, and the world shall know, and 
hell shall know, tha t we protest against the sin, and will con-
5 tinue to rebuke it, till it is broken up." On the basis of the 
Biblical teaching of guilt graduated according to degrees of 
6 known duty, he maintained that 
the accumulated guilt of all the blood and miseries of 
slavery since t he world began rests on the nation now • 
• • Why? Because the history of all the past is before 
the pro-Slavery men of this generation, and they endorse 
the whole by persisting in the practice of the same system 
and of the same wrongs. 
Students lea ving Ober lin shall be unafraid of e xpressing their 
opinions in ecclesiastical bodies and conventions. 7 If they are 
called upon, "shall it, or s hall it not be said of you that you 
are men of principle, that you are found on the right side, 
neither afraid nor ashamed to rebuke iniquity in high places or 
low, in Church or in State?" As for slavery and the Fugitive 
Slave Law, "Will you shuffle, and apologize for sin, yea, even 
for slavery, and the fugitive slave bill, for I cannot call it 
law?" In 1850, on his first trip to England, he said: 
If you look through the Bible, you will find princi-
ples which condemn war, slavery, and intemperance as well 
as every other form of vice. No one, I presume, will 
accuse the apostles of being warriors, slave-holders, or 
intemperate men. • • • Nothing is more certain than 
this, that war, slavery, intemperance, and every other 
5. Lectures on Revivals, "Doubtful Acts are Sinful," p. 201. 
6. See Sermons ~ !he ~ of Salvation, pp. 1-26. 
7. Oberlin Evangelist, Sept. 10, 1851, pp. 145-46. 
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form of iniquity, is condemned by the gospel of Christ. 8 
In another sermon in England he remarked that t h e result of not 
allowing antislavery meetings, and of the northern ministers not 
denouncing the sin of slavery, was that "the bli ght of the Al-
mighty came upon the c hurches, revivals disappeared, the churches 
were grieved, the Spirit was grieved." 9 
In 1835 Finney believed tha t if the church did not take the 
right stand on the question of slavery, God would let his judgment 
of war fall upon the nation: 
No doubt God is hol d ing the rod of WAR over the 
heads of this nation. He is waiting before he lets loose 
his judgments, to see whether the church will do right. 
The nation is under his displeasure, because the church 
has conducted itself in such a manner with respect to re-
vivals. . • • How shall we avoid the curse of war? Only 
by a reformation in the church.10 
For t hi s reason he urged his hearers to do their duty, act as in-
dividuals, repent quickly, and not wait until another year had 
passed. In 1836 he feared that "civil war" would be the outcome 
of the present course of events and especially of the extreme 
methods of the abolitionists. Thus he wrote to Weld: 
Dr. Weld is it not true, at least do you not fear 
it is, that we are in our present course going fast into 
a civil war? Will not our present movements in abolition 
result in that? Shall we not ere long be obliged to take 
refuge in a military despotism? Have you no fear of 
this? If not, why have you not? Nothing is more mani-
fest to me than that the present movements will result 
8. "Total Abstinence a Christian Duty," Sermons on Important 
Subjects, p. 35. 
9. Ibid., "Quenching the Spirit," p. 201. 
10. Lectures on Revivals, p. 291. 
in this, unless your mode of abolitionizing the country 
be greatly modified.ll 
With the passing years, Finney arrived at the position that 
nothing but war could accomplish the defeat of the "hell-begotten 
system. 1' In a vehement outburst of feeling on the subject, he 
preached a sermon in Oberlin on "Guilt Modified by Ignorance--
Anti-Slavery Duties. 1112 Just as before the Revolutionary War, 
he contended, the pulpit spoke fe a rlessly on the subject of l i ber-
ty, so Christians should speak out now. "Have not all Christian 
men political duties to perform?" He thinks it reprehensible 
that Congress has made the "Fugitive Slave Bill into so-called 
law" and has sent agents to reclaim escaped slaves-- 11 in the very 
face of God's own command to the contrary, not to say also in the 
face of every dictate of humanity." He is not trying to 11rant and 
rave," but t h e question what we, as Christian men shall do u nder 
this monstrous oppression is really momentous. The question now 
has taken this form: "shall we individually and personally aid in 
making men slaves? 1113 Wh ile it is "a blessing to h a ve two great 
parties, counterbalancing each other," he feels that the North 
has been conciliating the South. The church, though, can make no 
compromises. Now there is no hope in either Whig or Democratic 
11. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, I, 318. 
12. Oberlin Evangelist, Aug. 18, 1852, pp. 128-31. 
13. For Oberlin's antislavery stand, reception of the Fugitive 
Slave Law, the underground railroad in Oberlin, the Oberlin-
W~llington Rescue, etc., see Fletcher, Oberlin, especially 
Vol. I, Chapters XI X, XXV, and XXVI. 
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t . 14 par 1es. "The church now should speak out in unmistakable 
tones. 11 The benevolent societies, like the American Tract 
Society, will have to put an end to their neutral conduct. 
"There is too much light now on the sin of slavery • • • to 
admit of neutrality in regard to it, or to allow the assumption 
that it is not to be regarded as a great sin." If Christians 
would only unite they could reform the nation. God himself would 
favor their cause and would drive "his judgment-chariot axle-
deep" in the "blood and bones" of the offenders. "No Christian 
nation since the world began has been able to stand against the 
united prayers and testimony of God's church." The church holds 
the balance of power and can win in an election. Before long 
"politicians would say, 'We must humour and please the church,' 
just as now they say, 'We must humour the South. '" The way for 
the church to proceed is to "enlighten men on the subject • 
the same as when we would convert sinners from sin to God." 
Charitable measures should be used for winning the North away 
from its compromising course. "It is always impolitic to repre-
sent our opponents to be farther from us t han they really are." 15 
In the decade leading up to the Civil War Finney t h ought 
that the northerners were still trying to appease the South, that 
the war could have been averted at one time, and that Lincoln's 
policy was too conservative. In 1856 he referred to "our dough-
14. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 424. The majority of Oberlin's faculty 
became Republican when the party was formed. 
15. Oberlin Evangelist, Aug. 18, 1852, pp. 128-31, passim. 
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faced politicians11 who 11 do not and will not, resist the demands 
16 
of t h e slave power. 11 The war could have been prevented if 
pastors had performed their duty and had promoted revivals, and 
if the church had united and taken its stand. In t h e revised 
edition (1868) of his Lectures ~ Revivals, he commented on the 
remarks he had spoken then about the judgment of war. "Upon the 
quest i on of slavery the c h urch was too late in her testimony to 
avoid the war. 1117 The only rec ourse in the end was to let Go d 's 
judgment fall upon the South and the nation as a whole. "God 
holds the nation responsi ble," he wro te in one sermon outline, 
"it matters not what states h a ve been most at fault. 1118 He 
accepted the Presidential Proclamation in 1862 abolishing slavery 
19 
and preached a sermon on 11 0ur obligations to the freed slaves," 
20 but thought the executive action had not been for moral rea sons, 
that Lincoln had been altogether conservative, 21 and tha t the 
2? 
whole nation was not duly penitent. - In 1864 he said the North 
has not yet been prepared for peace, and the South should either 
16. Oberlin Evangelist, Aug. 13, 1856, pp. 129, 130. 
17. P. 293. 
18. No. 557. Finney Papers. 
19. Sermon outline No. 69. Finney Papers. 
20. Cf. Sermon outline No. 156. Finney Papers. 
21. One of the ladies' literary societies in Oberlin in 1862 
debated the q uestion: " Resolved, that Pres. Lincoln is 
not so bad as Pres. Finney thinks he is, " Fletcher, 
Oberlin, II, 879. 
22. Sermon outline No. 95. Finney Papers. 
23 fully repent or be destroyed. 
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In spite of Finney's pronouncements on the subject of anti-
slavery, it should be remembered that preaching t h e gospel and 
p romoting revivals were still his primary interest. A study of 
his later sermon outlines shows conclusively that, for the most 
part, he merely repeated the great themes he had preached in his 
early ministry and in his labors outside Oberlin. After the end 
of the Civil War he preached from a text he had used several 
times before, Habakkuk 3:2, and on a familiar subject, 11 Revive 
Thy Work. 1124 His cure for the period of reconstruction was 
essentially the same as it had always been f or the progress of 
religion and the state o f the n a tion. Repentance will only come, 
he wrote in his outline, through 11 a general revival." "'Tis vain 
to expect salvation from mere political teaching & action"; 
"effectual efforts to secure a general religious revival is the 
present want"; "God is teaching by his providence that reconstruc-
tion without justice, is i mpossible. 11 If students leaving Obe'rlin 
will h a ve fa i th and fully consecrate themselves to prayer and 
labor for a general revival, "you can not fail to see great re-
25 
sults." 
There was obviously a difference of opinion among the 
23. For his preaching against the South on Easter Sunday, 1865, 
see Fletcher, Oberlin, II, 883. For Finney's criticism 
of the government policy toward the Indians--who should 
be treated "as a subjugated people"--see especially Finney 
to Stickney, April 4, 1874. Finney Papers. His attitude 
here reveals Finney's disillusionment with "moral suasion" 
and his advocacy of sterner policies as he grew older. 
24. Sermon outline No. 583. Finney Papers. 
25. Ibid., passim. 
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"Finneyites" (the Tappans, Theodore Weld, et al.). Finney 
alienated the Tappans by insisting on the distinction between 
"Abolition & Amalgamation. 1126 In a letter to Arthur Tappan in 
1836 he stated his position. 27 Abolition is a question of 
''flagrant & unblushing wrong"; the other (amalgamation of the 
races) is a question of prejudice. 
Now it appears to me that to make these two questions 
identical is to give the opposers of Abolition a great ad-
vantage over us in point of argument, & that to bring 
forward & insist upon Amalgamation just now would do in-
finite mischief to our cause. . As a matter of 
philosophy Lit is unwis~7 to distract the publick 
attention with two questions at the same time in stead 
of one. 
He points to the cause of revivals as an illustration of keeping 
to the objective. "Introduce Baptism, Election, or any other 
doctrine that does not Rear on the question of in~ediate accept-
ance of Christ & you either kill or retard the work." He upholds 
segregation in the churches, not out of hostility, but for "the 
quiet and peace of the colored people in this city' (New York). 28 
The question and principle involved here "are 2, Slavery & preju-
dice." 
Finney was disturbed over the extreme measures of William 
Lloyd Garrison and some of the abolitionists. The American Anti-
Slavery Society, meeting in Finney's New York church while he was 
26. The reconciliation with Lewis Tappan came only after a number 
of years had elapsed (cf. the Finney Letters in the 1860's, 
especially L. Tappan to Finney, :March 4, 1872). 
27. Finney to A. Tappan, April 30, 1836. Finney Papers. 
28. For a later opinion by Finney see his MS Memoirs, pp. 710, 
711. Finney Papers. 
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away, had been mobbed. When Finney returned and saw the upset 
condition of the church, he wept. Later that year he wrote to 
his wife that he was going .to help the New York Evangelist with 
some lectures on revivals because the editor, Joshua Leavitt, had 
injured it with his abolitionism. 29 "I don't believe," he added, 
"that it would do to say 111uch about abolition here in publick." 
When Finney went to Oberlin this was one reason why he advised 
the Lane rebels not to enter the arena of immediate e111ancipation. 
He felt grieved over the spirit that had been manifested among 
the reformers and thought at that time (1836) that the cause 
would be more successful through the medium of revivals. 30 
Weld wrote to Lewis Tappan from Oberlin trying to smooth 
over the bitter feelings between Tappan and Finney. 31 He cannot 
agree with Tappan who thinks that Finney is being cowardly or-
is "sinning against conviction." After discussing the matter 
with Finney, Weld concludes that Finney is unafraid of doing any-
thing except of "doing wrong," that he is "an abolitionist in 
full," that he has given the subject as much attention "as he 
conscientiously believed was. his duty," and yet that he has not 
given the subject as much prominence as it rightfully deserved. 
The reason, at least in Weld's mind, is understandable: 
29. Finney to his wife, Nov. 24, 1834. Finney Papers. 
30. See Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, pp. 101-03; Barnes and 
Dumond, Weld Letters, Introduction, and I, 323. 
31. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, I, 242. 
The truth is Finney has always been in revivals of 
religion. It is his business, aim and absorbing passion 
to promote them. He has never had hardly anything to do 
with Bible, tract, missionary, Education, Temperance, 
moral Reform and anti slavery societies. The three last 
he has joined and has decidedly committed himself before 
the public in favor of their principles, and taken a bold 
and high stand with reference to them at the Communion 
table. Finney feels about revivals of religion and the 
promotion of the church and ministry in doctrines and 
measures, just as you and I do about anti slavery. 
Weld's solution is to have the cause go forward through various 
channels, "Finney Revivals, Tappan anti slavery, etc.n Finney 
has erred in not giving "as much collateral attention to anti 
slavery as the p resent emergent crisis demands.n 
He never p rays you know for Temperance, moral Reform, 
or any other moral enterprise in public except at a meeting 
held expressly to promote that object. His invariable rule 
is to pray in public only for and about the things which 
are there and then before him. 
For himself, Weld is convinced as to his own course. Antislavery 
over-shadows all else, "and it is my deliberate conviction that 
revivals, moral Reform, etc., etc., must and L;il!( remain nearly 
32 
stationary until the Temple is cleansed." 
In his letter to Weld in the summer of 1836 Finney stated 
his own solution and preference for the cause of the slave and the 
progress of the church. 33 The subject of antislavery, he thinks, 
has become too "all-absorbing." The result of "our present move-
ments in abolition" will be "one common infernal squabble that 
will roll a wave of blood over the land." Through a general 
32. See Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, I, 266, for another 
similar letter to Tappan from Weld. 
33. Finney to Weld, July 21, 1836; cited in Barnes and Dumond, 
Weld Letters, I, 318. 
revival of religion, making abolition "an appendage," every con-
vert would be an abolitionist, just as the Rochester Revival in 
1830- 31 resulted in every convert being a temperance man. The 
whole land could be moved in two years with \Veld and Finney and 
the theo logical class joining forces. Abolition could thus be 
carried out " with more dispatch and with inf initely more safety 
in this indirect ••• way." Unless t here can be "an e x tensive 
Revival of religion L;uc~/ as to soften the c hurch and alarm the 
world we a re all among the breakers. 11 
As a matter of fact, even Finney's l a ter sermons, impassion-
ed as they were, should not be taken as an index of any change in 
his central purpose. In his sermon on 11Guilt Modified by I gnor-
ance--Anti-Slavery Duties, 11 he said in conclusion that these t h ings 
needed to be discussed from the pulpit, but he feared the diversion 
"even .for one Sabbath, from those great things tha t pertain to 
their L;inners:J present and ever-lasting peace. 11 Not without 
some basis of truth was the criticism of Finney circulated on his 
second trip to England: 
Rev. Charles G. Finney, President of Oberlin College, 
h as gone to England to preach for the winter. He has long 
professed to be an anti-slavery man, but Revivalism is h is 
h obby, and when mounted upon that he al ways forgets the 
slave. • • • The anti-slavery cause has nothing to hope 
but much to fear from his influence in England.34 
What might be referred to as Finney's "reluctance" on the 
issue of slavery bears some further investigation. We have seen 
34. Ann / ?/ to Finney, Feb. 2, 1859. Finney Papers. The English 
l a dyis sending Finney, who is in London, an article which 
appeared in the National Anti-Slavery Standard, the weekly 
newspaper published in New York by the Garrisonians. 
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that Finney wished to make abolition "an appendage of revivals. 1135 
There is more to this attitude than Finney's advocacy of the thing 
he knew best how to do. Finney feared the flame-fanning of the 
extremists, the rabid abolitionists. Theologically, philosophi-
cally, and practically he had always been opposed to "controver-
sies" which led to deviation from the main objective. Thus he 
refrained from theological disputes on minor matters and drove 
straight to the heart of the matter, basic conversion, in his re-
vivals. Now, on the greatest social issue of the time, it could 
be said that he wished to refrain from bringing subordinate . 
issues into the antislavery crusade which wou~d antagonize people 
by creating controversies which would eclipse the main concern. 
His former supporters, the Tappans, were typical of the rush that 
produced, as Finney feared, "a great wave of blood over the land." 
"Their attack on Finney revealed more their own extreme position 
than a criticism of the Oberlin divine!~6 It was not enough that 
they might work for abolition of the great social evil of slavery. 
Their 11 immediatism" led them to campaign also for an immediate 
"amalgamation" of the races, a position which, if considered too 
radical by many today, must have seemed outlandish indeed to many 
of those of Finney's time who were nevertheless appalled by the 
institution of slavery. Finney pointed out to Tappan that aboli-
tion and amalgamation were not necessarily the same immediate 
35. Cf. Cross, Burned-over District, p. 225; Cole, Social Ideas, 
p. 208. 
36. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 207. 
issue. 37 Cole believes that Finney was interested only in holding 
subordinate issues in check until the major campaign was won. 38 
Despite Weld 1 s efforts to interpret Finney 1 s ''reluctance" to the 
Tappans, they withdrew their financial support from Oberlin and 
39 the quarrel . was not patched up for many years. 
Finney believed that "a censorious spirit, ••• a denuncia-
tory spirit is unchristian, calculated to grieve the Spirit of 
40 God ••• and is injurious to the ••• slaves themselves." 
But this became more and more the spirit of the rabid "imme-
diatists." The leader of this wing of the abolitionists was, of 
course, William Lloyd Garrison. His hot retort to gradualists 
such as Finney was: "gradualism in theory is perpetuity in prac-
tice." But modern historians such as Schlesinger have felt to 
the contrary that gradualism had greatly expanded the area of 
freedom and that the radical stand of the more rabid immediatists 
was responsible for the hardening of the lines of opposition and 
the culmination of the controversy in bloodshed. 41 As Finney 
feared, antislavery swallowed up other benevolent movements, 
dwarfing the drives for temperance, education, and moral reform. 
As early as 1836 he exclaimed, "One most alarming fact is that the 
37. Finney to Arthur Tappan, April 30, 1836. Finney Papers. 
38. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 208. 
39. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, I, 243, 245; Wm. Green, Jr., 
to Finney, Sept. 20, 1836. Finney ~apers. 
40. Quoted in Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 77. 
41. A. M. Schlesinger, The American ~ Reformer, p. 109. See 
especially the chapter on "Garrison's Fanaticism." 
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absorbing abolitionism has drunk up the spirit of some of the most 
efficient moral men and is fast doing so !_til the rest. 1142 Barnes 
indeed terminates his study of the antislavery impulse in 1844, af-
ter which, he believed, the movement turned into a political cru-
sade. 
Especially does the extent of Finney's reluctance come into 
better light when one considers again the positive side--what 
Finney did do for the abolitionist cause. The influence of his 
many revivals cannot be discounted: 
_..._.___...___.._. ·-
~~~ .....-;,_ 
The antislavery campaign was an appeal to the consciences 
--
of men to reform their society. 
ceived heartiest, most sympathetic 
ravaged by Finneyite revivals.43 
This appeal re-
acceptance in the areas 
Fipney's converts went on to become the leaders of the more reli-
, ~'1ously-inclined wing of the abolition movement. The Lane Rebels 
were nea rly all Finney converts, and "the pla ce of the Lane De-
-.-...--
bt . th h ' t f t' 1 t b ... d 11 44 a e 1n e 1s ory o an 1s avery canno e m1n1m1ze • One 
of their number, Theodore Dwight Weld, a Finney disciple, went 
on to .national and historic prominence in the antislavery cam-
. 45 pa1gn. 
42. Finney to Weld, quoted in Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, 
I, 319. Yet it should be said that the opposite could 
also be true, t hat abolition could give rise to the 
impulse for further reform. As Lewis Tappan said, 
"Abolitionism has inclined me to democracy." Quoted by 
Cole, Social Ideas, p. 217n. 
43. Cole, Social Id(~' p. 193. 
44 . Ibid., p. 199. 
45. Cf. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, Chapter VIII, 11Weld 1s 
Agency. 11 For a somewhat dissenting view see Cross 
(Burned-over District, p. 219), who thinks that Cha rles 
Stuart, rather than Finney, had the greatest influence on 
Weld. 
Moreover, Finney himself was an active participant in the 
organized movement for abolition. He appeared at anniversary 
meetings of the national antislavery organization and was high 
46 in the circles of those who formed the nucleus of the crusade, 
all of this at a time when the cause was not always popular. 
Its participants were "fanatics and enemies of the country," 
asserted one newspaper in describing the 250 men (including 
Finney and Mahan) who attended the Christian Anti-Slavery Conven-
t . · c h· J 1 3, 1851 . 47 1on 1n 1cago, u y In 1839, upon the occas ion of 
~~~ourth anniversary me et ing of the Ohio Anti-Slavery Society, 
Finney was elected ch airman by the 286 delegates , includ ing such 
distinguished standard bearers as Birney, Bailey, Weld, and Henry 
48 Ccivles. So Finney's active support of a bolition was a fact . 
He merely was not willing to have slavery mad e the only s tring on 
the Christian's ban jo. 49 
46. Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 206-07, 216. 
47. Quoted by Hermann Muelder, Fighters for Freedom (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1959), p. 280. 
48. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 209. 
49. Meanwhile, Finney's old opponents were having their troubles 
regarding the s lavery issue. I. S. Kull in his article 
"Presbyterian At titudes Toward Slavery," Church History, 
Vol. 7, No. 2 (June, 1938), pp. 101-14, tra ces the split of 
t h e Ol d and New School regarding t h e slave issue. He, lik e 
Foster (Errand of Mercy, pp. 255-57), shows the North-South 
character of the s p lit, the slave power moving into the Old 
School and the Old School's influence coming to lodg e in 
the South . Wm. E. Dodd agrees with Foster in maintaining 
tha t the powerful churches feared anti-slavery rad icalism. 
The p ro-slavery sentiments of McCormi ck's Nathan Rice pushed 
Presbyterian churches toward conservatism ("The Fi ght for the 
Northwest, 1860, " American Historical Review, Vol. 16, No . 4 
L~uly, 191!7, pp. 774-88). Many churches, like Finney, 
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The theological basis of Finney's condemnation of slave-
h olding as a sin was his very personal and immediate sense of the 
sovereignty o f God. In this he was much like Jonathan Edwards. 
True, any notion of a pre destinarian determination of the hun1an 
will by God or of the irresistibility of grace was to Finney but 
50 
"another death-dealing tradition of the elders." Furthermore, 
Finney's sense of God's sovereignty lies in the immediate rele-
vance and supremacy o f His moral law rather than in immediate 
confrontation with a living, personal will as for Edwards. But 
t 11ese laws, to Finn ey, were not t h ose of an absentee monarch. 
Slaveholding is wrong because it violates the moral law. 
God's laws are not entirely remote and irrefragable to Finney, 
but they are nonetheless unalterable by men, and trans gressi on 
against them can be condoned und er no circumstances. 
We regard it, as a well settled principle of both common 
and constitutional law, that no human legislation can 
anttul, or set as ide, the law or authority of God. 
The most able writers on elementary law, have laid it 
down as a first principle, that whatever is contrary to 
the law of God, is not law.51 
feared Garrison's brand of antislavery as infidel and 
schism-producing. But more lamentably, the Old School 
churches sided wi th wealth (which perhaps accounts, 
Dodd thinks, for Lincoln's never joining a church). 
Bodo (Protestant Clergy, passim), has also pointed out that 
the theocrats who became the Old School and the anti-
democratic force in Protestantism became the lodging-place 
of the wealthy slaveholders and the advocates of stop-gap 
measures such as the American Colonization Society. Cf. 
Sweet, Story of Religion, pp. 262, 307-08, 426-47; and 
Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, pp. 27-28, 72-73. 
50. Sermons ~ Important Subjects, pp. 81-82; Lectures on 
Systematic Theology, p. 3. 
51. Quoted in Cole, Social Ideas, p. 209. For a full discussion 
of the ''higher law" doctrine see Finney, Lectures on Theology, 
pp. 434- "35, 440, 446. 
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This is exactly the point which had caught Finney's attention 
while studying Blackstone and the books of common law, which in 
turn led him to the Bible and to his conversion. It is scarcely 
any wonder that, as Cole has shown, Finney was preaching this 
famous "higher law" doctrine years before it was articulated by 
52 Theodore Parker, Henry Ward Beecher and others. 
To Finney's mind, no distinction is possible between the 
violation of God's law and willful sin against His person. Sin 
is always willful rebellion against God, and whatever man does 
of good or evil is done by his own will and in rejection of the 
truth. The practice of slave holding, however, Finney regarded 
as among the worst offenses against Christian standards. To 
begin with, the principle that any man can own another is wrong-
headed. For this kind of error there is no excuse, since only a 
man's own stubborn will shuts out the Spirit and His truth. 
However, the practical effect of slavery on the slave is 
particularly emphasized by Finney. If moral principle does not 
make the unchristian character of the practice clear, the condi-
tion of actual slaves should demonstrate that this cannot be the 
product of disinterested benevolence toward one's fellow man. 
The members of slave families are sold to different owners., , so 
that an already difficult family life becomes impossible to main-
tain. Slaves, of course, may be inhumanely treated without ade-
quate recourse to law. Above all, slaveholders discourage or 
even forcibly oppose religious attention to the slaves for fear 
52. Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 208-10. 
151. 
of incitement to disobedience or rebellion. To "crush our brother" 
in this manner is unconscionable even if sanctioned by the laws of 
53 the land. It contradicts the very essence of benevolent 
Christianity. 
Finney's views on the sin of slavery evolved rapidly, as we 
have seen. He soon became convinced that it is impossible to be 
a Christian at all and engage in this practice. The whole health 
of the nation depends upon its moral government by the law of God. 
A flagrant immorality such as slavery is bound to undermine 
society. It breaks downthe integrity of the slave owner, and of 
the nation which permits it to go on. 
Finney declared: "We deem it highly improper, for Christians 
to decline acting on the subject of slavery and emancipation, • • • 
when the means of prevention are peaceable, and within our power."54 
The action to be taken within the church is for the minister and 
brethren of the Christian community to reprove the slave-owner for 
his sin, privately, and then publicly if he persists. If he does 
not respond to reproof, he is to be barred from the congregation 
and the fellowship of his church. 
Outside the Christian community in society, ministers and 
laymen--each class in its own appropriate way--are to prick the 
public conscience and arouse ma$S feeling against the evil. Lay-
men, given impetus by the revivalists, are to join with whoever 
will do battle for the cause, organizing local antislavery 
53. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 210. 
54. Ibid. 
associations and heading these up into a National Society. Here 
the problem of all "popular fronts" comes into the picture. What 
philosophy of reform is to prevail in the organization--Christian 
or secular? The goal must be abolitionism, but of that there are 
various kinds. Finney and Weld opposed the Garrisonian variety, 
and did not join its forces, which seemed more interested in 
condemning the sin than in the welfare, education, and evangeli-
zing of the slaves. For Finney, the sin must be condemned, but 
Christian benevolence is primary. 55 
The discussion of Finney's "reluctance" brings us once again 
to the theological basis of Finney's attitude toward the slavery 
issue. Niebuhr has said that "the keynote of Finney's influence 
upon the antislavery movement was his preaching of immediate re-
pentance and immediate restitution. 1156 This ties .in directly with 
Finney's basic insistence upon the priority of revivals. Apparent-
ly Finney's attitude toward slavery was shared by a "school" which 
consisted of men as unlike himself as Emerson, Channing, and 
Thoreau, "who believed that all reform must begin with the indi-
vidual, that you must remake souls before you remake institutions. 1157 
Finney became convinced that slavery was sin, and it was so in 
perfect accord with his definition because slavery was selfish. 
It was robbing another human being ''of himself--his body--his 
soul--his time and his earnings to promote the interest of his 
55. H. Richard Niebuhr, Kingdom of God in America (New York: 
Harper, 1937), p. 120. 
56. Ibid., p. 159. 
57. Schlesinger, American as Reformer, p. 32. 
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master." What is needed to efface the sin of slavery is con-
version, a radical shift from selfishness to disinterested bene-
valence, a "determination to aim at being useful inthe highest 
degree possible, 1159 and to promote the usefulness of all other 
members of the kingdom of God. 
Finney's weapon for implementing social reform including 
slavery was "moral suasion," an appeal to the moral common sense 
by means of the reproving word--in other words, by preaching. 60 
The antislavery impulse as interpreted by Finney and the Finney-
ites was therefore a missionary movement to save the slaveholders, 
"the bewildered Southern brethren in the Lord." But Finney 
and his followers gradually yielded to the pressure of the 
61 
times, the drive toward a sectional war. The temper of the 
age is reflected in the words of the wounded John Brown: 
I don't think the people of the slave states will ever 
consider the subject of slavery in its true light till 
some other argument is resorted to than moral suasion.62 
Finney moved from judicious restraint to the advocacy of violent 
t . 63 ac 1.on. This shift of position was facilitated theologically 
for Finney by what Cole has called "one of his chief contributions 
58. Lectures on Revivals, pp. 265-66; Lectures on Theology, p. 369. 
59. Lectures on Revivals, p. 375. 
60. Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 25. 
61. Ibid., p. 162. 
62. Schlesinger, American ~ Reformer, p. 109. 
63. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 387, 396-98. 
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64 to the cause," the development of his "higher law" doctrine. 
Finney stated the doctrine in a resolution before the Ohio Anti-
Slavery Convention of 1836: 
Resolved, That for the following obvious reasons, we 
regard it, as a well settled principle of both common and 
constitutional law, that no human legislation can annu~, 
or set aside the law or authority of God. 
a. The most able writers on elementary law, have 
laid it down as a first principle, that whatever is con-
trary to the law of God, is not law. 
b. Where a bond, or other written instrument, or 
anything else, is of immoral tendency, courts of law have 
refused to recognize it as legal and obligatory. 
c. The administration of oaths, or affirmations, in 
courts of justice, is a recognition of the existence and 
supreme authority of God. 
d. The constitution of this State expressly recog-
nizes the axiom, that no human enactment can bend the 
conscience, or set aside our obligations to God. 
e. The general instrument on which the federal 
Government is founded, recognizes the same truth--that 
rights conferred by our Creator as inalienable, can never 
be cancelled or set aside by human enactments. 
f. The administration of oaths, or affirmations in 
all departments of the general and state governments, is a 
recognition of the truth, that God's authority is supreme.65 
The succeeding resolutions implement this "higher law" doctrine 
which amounts to a theological basis for civil disobedience most 
pointedly in the case of fugitive slave laws. It was seven years 
later that Finney fully developed his higher law doctrine when he 
asserted that human government must be based on moral government 
and that civil laws must follow moral laws. "The moral law 
or the law of nature • • • is the only law that can be 
obligatory on human beings." There were times, he asserted, when 
64. Social Ideas, p. 208. 
65. Quoted in Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 209-10. 
66 the individual was impelled to disobey human governments. 
B. War 
155~ 
In Oberlin as elsewhere two schools of thought developed 
relating to the problem of war. A pacifist organization, the 
Oberlin Non-Resistance Society, was formed as early as 1840. Its 
adherents were mostly from among the students. The majority of 
the faculty, however, under the leadership of Finney maintained 
that war was sometimes justifiable. He held that "there can be 
no reasonable doubt" that "war has been in some instances demanded 
67 by the spirit of moral law." Thus it was that in 1836 Finney 
feared that the great agitation over slavery might lead to a civil 
68 
war, but with the passing of the years Finney arrived at the 
position that nothing but war could accomplish the defeat of the 
69 
"hell-begotten system." In the revised edition of his Lectures 
~ Revivals (1868) Finney commented on the fact that war could 
have been prevented if pastors had performed their duty and had 
promoted revivals, and if the church had united and taken its 
stand. . "The church was too late in her testimony to avoid 
70 the war." The only recourse in the end was to let God's 
66. Lectures ~ Theology, pp. 434-35, 440, 446. 
67. Quoted in Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 280, 281; for Finney's 
welcoming of the Civil War and his reasons (corrupt politics, 
the Democratic Party, etc.), see sermon outline No. 95, 
Finney Papers. 
68. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, I, 318. 
69. Oberlin Evangelist, Aug. 18, 1852, pp. 128-31. 
70. P. 293. 
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judgment fall upon the _South and the nation as a whole. 
It is surprising that Finney nowhere gave an extended dis-
cussion of the vitally important subject of war--at least no such 
discussion has been preserved. As the impending crisis drew on 
Finney seems to have followed the drift of public opinion in the 
North that war was an ultimate and inevitable necessity to rid 
the nation of slavery. But we have no material which indicates 
much reflection on his part about the theological issues involved. 
Such a lack of intellectual "follow-through" on knotty issues is 
not unusual in Finney. 
C. Temperance 
On the subject of temperance Finney favored, at least for 
several years, an indirect approach. He wrote to Weld in 1836 
reminding him that in their revival meetings in Rochester in 1830, 
when they worked hand in hand, and when thousands were converted, 
they made temperance "an appendage of the revival" and every one 
71 
of the thousands of converts was "a temperance man." In the 
early period of his preaching, in his lecture on 11Hinderances to 
Revivals 1172 he had a great deal to say about the reformatory move-
ments. The point of reference in his discussion, however, was 
the main task of promoting revivals. In the lecture he advocated 
total abstinence: 
Resistance to the Temperance Reformation will put a stop 
to revivals in a church. The time has come that it can no 
71. Barnes and Dumond, Weld Letters, p. 318. 
72. Lectures on Revivals, pp. 263-93. 
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longer be innocent in a church to stand aloof from this 
glorious reformation. • • • The man's hands are RED WITH 
BLOOD who stands aloof from the temperance cause. 
During the first winter that Finney returned to New York 
City (1835-36) he spoke at the initial meeting of the New York 
Young Men's Total Abstinence Society, which met on December 30, 
73 1835, in the Chatham Street Chapel. Finney spoke of intemper-
ance as a disease, as "a depraved artificial appetite," and as 
sometimes inherited. The only remedy is total abstinence. In 
the temperance cause there are three classes: those actuated by 
pure benevolence, those unable to resist their consciences, and 
those who merely yield to public sentiment. It is possible for 
the first two to enlist the third. The work must fall princi-
pally on the younger men, where h abits are in the formative stage. 
"I have long been wishing to see somebody march up to this point, 
and hoist the flag before the world, and write on it Total 
Abstinence from all that ~ Intoxicate." The use of wine in the 
Lord's supper, he said in another sermon, is not sinful, although 
the use is not essential to the ordinance. 74 In the same sermon 
he made temperance a moral question. Following the principle of 
his text ("he that doubteth is damned if he eat") it should be 
seen that the making and the selling of alcoholic drinks are at 
least doubtful in their lawfulness. And "for a man to do a thing, 
when he doubts the lawfulness of it, is sin, for which he is 
condemned before God, and must repent or be damned." As for 
73. New York Evangelist, Feb. 6, 1836, pp. 22-23. 
74. Lectures to Professing Christians, pp. 36-58. 
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indulging the appetite with wine, beer, and "other fermented 
intoxicating liquors," there is no certain proof of their law-
fulness, but strong proof of their unlawfulness. Finney adhered 
to the idea that if mothers partook of stimulants their offsp ring 
would inherit "faulty constitutions" and that the 11 animal pro-
pensities" would arise sooner. 75 In Oberlin there was no need 
for a temperance reform since Oberlinites from the beginning were 
teetotalers. 
When Finney went to England in 1851 he was requested to 
76 
speak on the subject of temperance. He stated his proposition 
in these words: 11 The Manufacture, Sale, and Use of Intoxicating 
Drinks, as a beverage, or as an article of luxury or of diet--or 
to provide them, as such, for others~-is neither benevolent, nor 
expedient, and is, therefore, wrong." The law of benevolence re-
quires us to consider our neighbor's good of greater value than 
our own. This is a universal duty. To overcome intemperance, 
wh ich all admit to be an evil, the church must take up the question. 
All admit also that the church is 11 a society whose business it is 
to reform the world" and that the church is able to effect the 
reform. 11 In America we have tried every ground a Christian could 
take on the question, and the conclusion we have come to is this, 
that we must have total abstinence or total failure; this was our 
final issue." The principle of benevolence is a pplicable not just 
to Christians but to all men; all are to deny themselves and take 
75. Oberlin Evangelist, Nov. 4, 1840, p. 179. 
76. Sermons on Important Subjects, 11Total Abstinence a Christian 
Duty." 
up this reform for the sake of the good that will result. Often 
the Spirit of God has been grieved by the neglect of this duty. 
Finney may have taken a more direct stand on the subject of 
temperance with the passing years. Certainly in this lecture in 
England he advocated the temperance reform as a cause for its own 
sake rather than as an "appendage" to revivals. Dealing with the 
objection that "we had better seek the conversion of men to God, 
and aim at making them Christians, and that temperance will take 
care of itself," he answers by saying that "there are thousands 
and thousands of persons who never ~ be made Christian till they 
abandon alcohol." Unless they abstain after their conversion they 
will backslide. Commending the British people for their stand 
against slavery, he recommends that they turn to this new reform: 
"Intoxicating drink, then, is a greater social, political, domes-
tic, individual, and moral evil, than slavery." Toward the end 
of his lecture he appeals to the women of England to "wholly dis-
countenance" the use of intoxicating drinks and to refuse to 
associate with those who do use them. "In one year they might 
77 
effect a change that would be the admiration of the world." 
In Oberlin in 1868 he sought to enlist his hearers in a 
pledge of total abstinence. 78 Mere aloofness (or moderation) is 
. . . f Ch . t· 79 a pern1c1ous s1n or a r1s 1an. The organized "cold-water 
society" itself is of great importance as a remedy. But Finney 
77. Ibid. , p. 101. 
78. Sermon outline No. 347, Finney Papers. 
79. Lectures on Revivals, p. 265. 
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is also convinced that in this matter the Christian community 
itself has the internal power to put an end to the "death-dealing 
abomination" by barring the doors against users and sellers. 80 
Such direct action does not conform to the state-church pattern 
since the state is n.ot involved in the church's direct action 
at all. Finney's proposal does presuppose that America has a 
Christian government at least to the extent that church members 
constitute a decisive political majority, and the majority can 
81 
control the government. 
Individual Christian citizens are urged to organize and to 
induce the state to bring legislatiy e action. Even in society 
at large, however, reproof of the individual citizen by the in-
dividual citizen is the primary tool of action. This is no 
invasion of privacy: When a man merchandised poison, it was 
Finney's business and, he added, "it is everybody's concern, and 
every man is bound to rebuke his crime till he gives it up, and 
ceases to destroy the lives and souls of his nei ghbors. 1182 A man 
"is drunk if you can smell his breath. 1183 Such an attitude was 
not a foregone conclusion in the religious culture of Finney's 
times. This is illustrated by the fact that drinking at ministerial 
meetings was still a customary practice in Connecticut Congre-
gationalism as late as 1812, while the national temperance 
80. Ibid., p. 281. 
81. Lectures to Professing Christians, pp. 103-05. 
82. Ibid., p. 55. 
83. Lectures on Revivals, p. 145. 
movement itself did not become firmly inclined toward total ab-
stinence until the l830's. 84 By 1831 there were 2,200 temperance 
societies. Temperance lecturers such as Finney's convert, Theo-
dore Weld, toured the country making long addresses on "the sin 
of drunkenness." Two years later there were 4,000 temperance 
groups with a half million membership. The following year found 
5,000 societies with a million members. 85 
D. Economics and Business 
It is interesting to note that Finney, while much influenced 
in his New York pastorate by the great philanthropists of his time, 
gave more attention while preaching there to his views on business 
and property than he did to the reforms which these gentlemen 
sponsored. In the New York period of his ministry the part of his 
social teachings which deals with business and property was very 
prominent. The principles of disinterested benevolence and the 
glorification of God in one's calling were the basis for his 
teaching. Christians have the use of their property but the owner-
ship of it belongs to God. 86 It is wicked to leave the church part 
of one's property at death. "What a will! To leave God half of 
87 his own property." "Young converts should be taught that they 
84. See L. Beecher, Autobiography, I, 245-51. 
85. Figures quoted in Cole, Social Ideas, p. 120. For a descrip-
tion of Weld's part in the temperance crusade, see Sarah 
Beebe to Finney, Feb. 24, 1830; Milton Brayton to Finney, 
Nov. 18, 1829; Sylvester Eaton to Finney, Jan. 21, 1831. 
Finney Papers. 
86. Memoirs, pp. 315, 316. 
87. Sermons on Important Subjects, p. 216. 
162 
have renounced the ownership of all their possessions, and of 
themselves, or if they have not done this they~ not Christians. 1188 
All business belongs to God and its conduct should be for the glory 
of God. "We are to plow, and sow, and sell our goods, and attend 
to our various callings, with the same singleness of view to the 
glory of God, that we go to church on the Sabbath, and pray in 
our families, and read our Bibles."89 
Finney's business ethic in the New York period of his min-
istry is to be found especially in his sermon on "Love of the 
World. 1190 He lists a number of ways by which men show that 
worldly things are the principal objects of their desire and pur-
suit: for example, men who are working simply for a profit; men 
who sell useless articles; men who transact business upon the 
principles of commercial justice rather than benevolence (pur-
chasing when the market is low and selling when the market is 
high, etc.); men who engage in business to the neglect of spiritual 
exercises; and all those who lay up surplus income. A man may ob-
tain money for the purpose of glorifying God. The "glory of God" 
Finney interprets as follows: "The only possible use of making 
money for the glory of God is, to use it for the conversion and 
sanctification of sinners. This is the great end of doing busi-
ness for God. 11 "All rich men love the world supremely"; if they did 
not, they would give their riches to promote God's kingdom. The 
88. Lectures ~Revivals, p. 382. 
89. Ibid., p. 249. 
90. Sermons on Important Subjects, pp. 247-77. 
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use of capital should be determined by necessity: one should give 
up whatever is not necessary for the wisest transaction of his 
business and the needs of his family. Speculation may be made 
for the purpose of contributing to the kingdom of God. Christians 
can make money by operating on the principle of entire benevolence 
instead of selfishness. Then worldly men would be forced to quit 
or adopt the Christian standard. People would patronize those 
t . th . . 1 f b 1 d . t 91 ac 1ng on e pr1nc1p~es o enevo ence an equ1 y. If Christian 
merchants do their business for God, they should feel perfectly 
willing, if necessary, to lock up their stores for six months to 
carry on a revival. "They ought to be willing to do it if God 
calls, and he can easily burn down their stores if they do not."92 
In his sermon on "Stewardship" Finney applies the responsi-
bility of stewardship to "any impenitent sinner," as well as to 
Ch . t • 93 r1s 1ans. Sinners, too, are God's stewards but they act dis-
honestly, promote their own private interests, and for this deserve 
to be put out of their stewardship and sent to "the state prison 
of the universe." God commands sinners also to be co-workers with 
him in converting the world. They must give an account for the 
souls of others and should not be stumbling-blocks in the way of· 
other sinners. 
In the Oberlin years, Finney continued to stress the fact 
91. Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 20, says Arthur Tappan's 
adoption of the one price plan for all customers made money. 
92. Lectures ~Revivals, pp. 32, 33. 
93. Sermons on Important Subjects, pp. 205-18. 
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that religion laid an obligation for righteousness upon all the 
aspects of a man's business. His acceptance of the doctrine of 
entire sanctification merely heightened his view of the consecration 
men owed to God. Christians are not to be "all shut up in the nut 
shell of their own interests," but "whether they converse or pray, 
or attend to the duties of life, it is their prominent object to 
recommend religion and to lead every body to glorify God. 1194 In 
another sermon he repeated his optimistic view of Christians en-
grossing the business of the world, if they would conduct themselves 
by the spirit of the gospe1. 95 He deplored the business maxim of 
worldly men--"buy as cheap as you can, and sell as dear as you 
can, to look out for number one." A good many speculators will 
at some time have to make restitution or else "go to hell. 1196 A 
person who allows a promise to come due without paying it is com-
mitting a sin, since he is disobeying God's word, and should not 
be allowed at the Communion table "any more than whoremongers, or 
97 
murderers, or drunkards, or Sabbath breakers, or slave-holders." 
The whole credit system, "if not absolutely sinful, is nevertheless 
so highly dangerous that no Christian should embark on it." Should 
we think of the law of benevolence as an impossible requirement for 
business? "It is the law of God, and must be adopted, and practiced 
94. Lectures to Professing Christians, pp. 80, 83. 
95. Ibid., pp. 128-54. 
96. Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 20. 
97. Oberlin Evangelist, July 31, 1839, pp. 129-31. 
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98 by you, or you must be damned." In another sermon Finney held 
that "idleness is inconsistent with religion," that "p eople are 
to be diligent in their calling whatever it is. 1199 A man may 
render himself useful as a peddler but if he can find a way to be 
more useful in some other employment he is bound to prefer that. 
"No business is lawful that is not, ~a matter of fact, engaged 
in and pursued with the supreme desire to know and glorify God 
therein." Religion is "not a. mere desire to do good, but a will-
ing good--a benevolence that controls the conduct--that is active, 
blessed, god-like. 11100 
In his preaching in England Finney was just as emphatic as 
in this country on the duty of Christians to carry their reli g ion 
into their business and everyday life. It might be said more 
properly that he incorp orated every phase of life under the head-
ing of religious activity. If a ma n loves God supremely there is 
no distinction between his attending church on the Sabbath and 
going to his office during the week. Al l his acts arise out of 
the ultimate intention to love God and do his will. Hence, 
Proper attention to business is really attention to reli-
gion. If you make your business God's business, transact 
it on right principles, and get your heart into a ri ght 
state, so that you do everything from religious motives, 
why, your business is then as much a part of religion as 
praying and going to church is.lOl 
98. Oberlin Evangelist, Feb. 27, 1839, pp. 49-52. 
99. Oberlin Evangelist, Nov. 6, 1839, pp. 185-87. 
100. Oberlin Evangelist, March 27, 1839, pp. 57-60. 
101. "The Great Business of Life," Sermons on Important Subjects, 
p. 37. 
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Interpreting on one occasion the glory of God for his hearers he 
said, "It is to be our chief aim to set forth his will, his law, 
and his whole government as perfect, and t o make it so lovely and 
desirable as to draw the hearts of men to himself, to confide in 
him, to love him, and to obey him.n102 We should "make ourselves 
living mirrors reflecting the image of God." Christ is our example: 
You ought never to do anything that Christ plainly would 
not have done. • • • That a man for the sake of selling 
his goods cheap, and to get money for the cause of God, 
should screw down the people in his employ, and give them 
such a pittance as will hardly keep body and soul together! 
Do you think Christ would do that?l0 3 
A person attending a party should ask himself, "Mi ght I expect to 
find Christ at this party?" Men should be as spiritually minded 
. th . b . . th . 104 1n e1r us1ness as 1n e1r prayers. Finney summed up his 
attitude toward economic activities when he wrote, "In short, do 
nothing, be nothing, buy nothing, sell nothing, possess nothing 
but in a spirit of entire devotion to God."105 
Finney's economic theory was a strange combination of al-
truistic utilitarianism, the Protestant ethic, and the medieval 
ideal of a Christian society. He had no use for the popular new 
liberal economic doctrines which emphasized self-interest instead 
of disinterested benevolence. For him, society had the static 
quality of an agrarian economy rather than the mobility of 
an industrial one. Finney's theological posture reinforced this. 
If a man was poor it was not the result of his personal sinfulness 
102. "The Christian's Rule of Life," Sermons on Important Subjects. 
103. Ibid. 
104. "A Public Profession of Christ," Sermons on Important Subjects. 
105. Quoted in Cole, Social Ideas, p. 191. 
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or his lack of push but simply of the station in life to 
which he had been ordained by providence. The poor man, he 
said, if he is a Christian, will be "submissive and happy in his 
poverty." He will not "complain and be envious at others who are 
not poor." He will "allow the judge his ermine, the king his 
robes of state, and the merchant his capital, and the husbandman 
his fields and his flocks, and will see the reasonableness and 
propriety of all this. 11106 Although Finney praised all the vir-
tues of the Protestant ethic, thrift, hard work, honesty, so-
briety, and piety, there was little in his sermons which resembled 
the Horatio Alger success myth. Hard work in a calling did not 
necessarily raise a man from his appointed rank in society. 
Thrift and diligence built a man's character and "idleness," he 
said, "is a snare to the soul," but "the only possible use of 
making money for the glory of God is to use it for the conversion 
d t . f . t . f . "1 07 an sane 1 1ca 10n o s1nners. 
Far from endorsing the incipient industrial revolution in 
America, Finney went out of his way to attack it. This in spite 
of the fact that industrialization facilitated Finney's revivalism 
by providing leisure time and surplus capital which he could channel 
into reform efforts. 108 Finney also took advantage of the factory 
system by holding revivals in factories for the employees. He 
boasts in his Memoirs of several such occasions and his 
106. Lectures ~ Systematic Theology, pp. 467-68. 
107. Sermons ~ Important Subjects, pp. 216, 264. 
108. See Cole, Social Ideas, p. 183. 
effectiveness in them. 109 There seems to be so~e real concern for 
the industrial "proletariat" in Finney's thinking. He received 
support from the mercantile classes but in his preaching he em-
phasized his appeal to the poor. As he put it, "Among farmers and 
mechanics, and other classes of men, I borrowed my illustrations 
from their various occupations. I addressed them in the 
language of the common people. • This was what we aimed to 
accomplish, to preach the Gospel especially to the poor."110 
However, although Finney seemed to have taken a position 
favoring the improvement of the proletariat's moral, social, and 
economic position, he followed other evangelists of the time in 
opposing the specific gains that labor as a burgeoning organized 
movement attempted to achieve. As long as improvement was a 
general effort, operating paradoxically on a personal and in-
dividual basis, they approved. "When the impetus to reform was 
channelized in a particular direction, that is, poor relief, a 
ten or eight-hour law, factory legislation, and the like, they 
disapproved. 11111 The eight-hour day and the drive to limit child 
labor did not gain Finney's support. 
When Finney did take a stand on a broad economic issue, he 
was found again opposing any general systematization. A case in 
point is the credit system on which modern capitalism is based. 
He condemned the whole process by preaching on the text from 
Romans 13:8, "Owe no man anything." The "prevailing system of 
109. 
110. 
111. 
See for example, pp. 183-84. 
Ibid., pp. 81, 324. 
Cole, Social Ideas, p. 188. 
doing business on borrowed capital," he said, was "worse than 
useless," for the text applied "not only to individuals but to 
corporations and nations." Supporters of Andrew Jackson's 
attack upon the national debt and the national bank no doubt 
applauded these sentiments. But Finney went even farther. He 
denied the farmer the right to borrow against his future crop: 
The consumers of merchandise instead of anticipating their 
yearly crops and yearly income and running in debt with the 
expectation of paying for these ••• Lshoul~7 take a 
little pains to reverse the order of things and be a year 
beforehand, paying down for what they purchase and having 
the income each year beforehand so as to contract no 
debts. 112 
Finney concluded that the whole credit system "if not abso-
lutely sinful is nevertheless so highly dangerous that no Christian 
should embark on it." He lamented the fact that "it has come to 
pass that a man may not only be considered a respectable citizen 
but a respectable member of the Church who suffers himself to be 
in debt •••• " The only positive tack taken by Finney was again 
filled with over-simplifications. He told businessmen: "Only make 
it your invariable rule to do right and do business upon principle 
and you can control the market." If all Christian businessmen 
acted on right principles, "the Christians would soon do the busi-
ness of the world," and this would show "the power of the church 
113 to regulate the commerce of the world." 
The great criticism was n~directed toward the system but 
toward the lack of the individual business man's self-regulation 
112. Oberlin Evangelist, July 31, 1839, p. 129. 
113. Lectures ~ Revivals, p. 138. 
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according to the principle of disinterested benevolence and 
loyalty to the Kingdom of Christ. "The whole course of business 
in the world is governed by the maxims of supreme and unmixed 
selfishness. 11114 
To change this, there must be a reversion to lhe principle 
of disinterested benevolence, a "radical overturning," but an 
internal overturning rather than a revolution of outward practice 
and social structures. The answer is to revive individual busi-
nessmen, organize them into prayer-groups, and bring them around 
to the renunciation of moneymru~ing as an aim and to the devotion 
to benevolent enterprises on a grand scale of all of the money 
which they could continue to make at the same rate. Finney pushed 
h . t l•t 115 t 1s program to ac ua 1 y. His feminine revival agents "would 
visit the stores and places of business, and use all their influ-
ence to secure the attendance ••• of t h e persons engaged in 
these establishments. 11116 Reaching merchants like the Tappan 
brothers through revivals, he induced them to stop dabbling in 
charity and reform and completely dedicate their entire wealth to 
it, renouncing all acquisition for themselves. As Barnes so aptly 
put it, "Heretofore benevolence had been their pastime; it now 
b th . t• .,117 ecame e1r voca 1on. · 
114. Ibid. 
115. Cole, pocial . Ideas, p. 102. 
116. Memoirs, p. 438. 
117. Barnes, Antislavery Imp ulse, p. 21. Cf. the way Finney thrust 
straight through to the requirement of submission of all 
property and worldly possessions to the claim of Christ, de~ 
SJ>itre Beecher's hesitancy, Memoirs, pp. 315-16. 
E. Politics 
Late in Finney's career, in 1860, during his second visit 
to England, the Oberlin faculty wrote him as follows: "You seem 
to disapprove all soci~l gatherings •• Some of your remarks 
have seemed to preclude Christians, or at best ministers from 
t · t · · t · 1· n 1 · t · 11118 ac 1ve par 1c1pa 1on po 1 1cs. Such activities were con-
sidered by him to be "diverting influences," detracting from the 
1 b . f 1 t . d t. f. t. 119 rea us1ness o sa va 1on an sane 1 1ca 1on. With Finney 
revivals were more than an expedience: they were a necessity--a 
part of the divine economy. He said, "I do not believe that this 
government could exist in its present form fifty years without 
revivals; nor is it at all likely to me that it would exist half 
th t t . ..120 a 1me. If revivals were to cease, the country would be 
ruined. "rf Christians will maintain their integrity "they will 
sway the destinies of nations, without involving themselves at 
all in the base and corrupting strife of parties. 11121 They should 
not engage in party politics, he said in 1830. The criterion is 
a moral one, whether a man is honest and fit to be trusted, not 
whether "Bank or Anti-Bank, Jackson or anti-Jackson. 11122 The man 
should not be an adulterer, a Sabbath-breaker, a gambler, or a 
drunkard. To conform to the world in po l itics is to tempt God, 
118. John Keep, et al., to Finney, July 21, 1860. Finney Papers. 
119. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 209. 
120. Oberlin Evangelist, Feb. 18, 1846, p. 27. 
121. Lectures ~Revivals, p. 143. 
122. Ibid., p. 281. 
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grieve the Spirit, and lay a stumbling-block in the way of sin-
123 
ners. Since parties are so divided in the country, it is 
plain that if Christians wanted to, there are enough of them to 
turn the scale of any election. He does not want to be under-
stood to say that Christians should refuse to vote or exercise 
their lawful influence in public affairs. "But they ought not 
to follow a party." "How can the world be converted," he asks in 
124 
one lecture, "while professing Christians are conformed to the 
world?" Many orders of monks, by their renunciation of the world, 
have doubtless enlarged the influence of their religion. But 
what Finney really urges is an innerweltliche Askese, an asceticism 
within the world. Christians are simply not to be actuated by the 
principles of the world. Let the church be truly benevolent and 
glorify God and there will be no halting its power. 
Only let Christians live as they ought, and the church would 
shake the world. If Christians in New York would do it, the 
report would soon fill every ship that leaves the port, and 
waft the news on every wind, till the earth was full of ex-
citement and inquiry, and conversions would multiply like 
the drops of morning dew. • • • I believe, if the whole 
Christian church were to turn right out, and convert the 
whole world, it would be done in a very short time. 25 
In other words, Finney's basic concern was with revivals. 
"I looked forward to the election day with considerable solici-
tude," he recalled, "fearing that the excitement that day would 
126 greatly retard the work." It was ever his concern lest the 
123. Lectures to Professing Christians, pp. 141-45. 
124. Ibid. 
125. Ibid. 
126. Memoirs, p. 230. 
suspense of balloting would disrupt his revivals, and he made a 
point of preaching on election evenings. This did not necessarily 
mean that Finney fostered political unconcern. He had even said 
that politics was "an indispensable part of religion. No man 
can possibly be benevolent or religious without concerning him-
self to a greater or less extent with the affairs of human govern-
t "127 men • As the Oberlin faculty concluded, "We are Christian 
citizens; Lw!l have Christian duties towards our government; we 
feel bound to use our best endeavors to promote the election ·of 
good rulers. We aim and endeavor to throw the power of 
our elevated and earnest Christianity into the domain of poli-
t . 11128 1CS. Yet Finney left the Christian voter up in the air 
when it came to deciding between two somewhat dishonest candi-
dates. If there were no "strictly honest" men on the ticket he 
declared that the Christian should not vote, even though he would 
thereby leave the government in the hands of the wicked. Many 
men have "erred," he wrote in 1839, by voting for a party "instead 
129 
of voting universally for good men or refusing to vote altogether." 
Finney believed that voting according to party was '~erfectly dis-
honest." "No man can be an honest man that is committed to a 
party, to go with them, let them do what they may.n130 
127. Lectures on Theology, p. 431. 
128. Faculty and Trustees of Oberlin to Finney, July 26, 1860. 
Finney Papers. 
129. Lectures on Revivals, p. 274. 
130. Lectures to Professing Christians, pp. 103-05. 
Finney was sure that one need only determine which candidate 
was "the honest man" and cast his vote accordingly. He did not say 
on what grounds a Christian should choose between equally honest 
candidates of different parties, for presumably it would not matter 
who was in power if all candidates were honest. Finney's perfection-
ist theology led him to believe that any sanctified administrator 
would be able to solve the problems of society simply by applying 
the Christian principles of love and benevolence. This faith 
which Finney had in the moral omnicompetence of the individual 
Christian was the evangelical equivalent of Jackson's faith in 
the political omnicompetence of the average man. 
Even more fundamentally a part of the theological basis of 
Finney's political views was his opinion that 
true political economy must consist in national and 
individual obedience to the law of God. This idea of 
the obligation of nations and governments to conform 
to the moral law • • • is becoming developed in the 
minds of statesmen.l31 
This nation was founded on moral law, he believed, therefore "reli-
gion cannot be separated from politics and government must have a 
moral and religious character." Indeed, he asserted in his 
Lectures ~ Systematic Theology that human government must be 
based on moral government and that civil laws must follow the 
higher moral laws. This determines when human legislation is 
valid and when it is null and void. ''The moral law or the law of 
nature • • • is the only law that can be obligatory on human 
beings." "No human constitution or law can be obligatory upon 
131. Finney to Henry Cowles, Dec. 23, 1841. Finney Papers. 
human beings any further than it is in accordance with and 
declaratory of moral law." There were times, he believed, when 
the individual was impelled to disobey human governments, "when 
human legislation contravenes moral law or invades the right of 
. 11132 
consc1ence. 
Only shreds of evidence inform us about Finney's attitude 
toward specific candidates. It is thought that Finney was in sub-
stantial agreement with his close friend Lewis Tappan who thought 
"Genl Jackson a very unfit man to be at the head of the Govern-
t 11133 men • In spite of his basic though unacknowledged agreement 
with Jackson's fundamentally optimistic conception of man, Finney 
thought that Jackson was too irreligious. This was a conception 
shared by both the Old and New School who, in addition, were 
predominantly Whig conservatives who feared the rising "mobocracy" 
f J k d th 1 1 . f . 1 d" t " t" 134 o ac son an e eve 1ng o soc1a 1s 1nc 1ons. In 1840 
Finney's political action extended to favoring the third party 
idea, opposing Harrison on abolitionist principles. 135 It is 
strange in the light of the foregoing that Finney failed to support 
Lincoln and even openly supported his opponent, Benjamin Butler, 
in 1864. 136 ' 
132. Lectures ~ Theology, pp. 434-35, 440, 446. 
133. Quoted in Cole, Social Ideas, p. 140. 
134. See Schlesinger, Jr., Age of Jackson, pp. 350-60; cf. Bodo, 
Protestant Clergy; and Foster, Errand of Mercy, passim. 
135. Muelder, Fighters for Freedom, p. 228. 
136. Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 137, 2 27. The reasons for Finney's 
policy are given above under "Slavery" where Finney's 
political action is traced with more specificity as regards 
this one issue. 
Disinterested benevolence and sanctification are primary in 
the theological rationale here also. \Vhere these principles are 
involved, the political nature of a question is no proper reason 
f f . . f 1 t . d t . 137 or re ra1n1ng rom proc ama 1on an ac 1on. 
Finney wrote little of a political nature, but what he did 
write fits a general pattern. The supremacy of the law of God is 
the keynote: 
True political economy must consist in national and 
individual obedience to the laws of God. This idea of 
the obligation of nations and governments to conform to 
the moral law • • • is becoming developed in the minds 
of statesmen.l38 
He agreed with Lyman Beecher that the American republic "in its 
constitution and laws, is of heavenly origin. It was not borrowed 
from Greece or Rome, but from the Bible. 11139 
Stemming from his conviction of the supremacy of divine law 
was Finney's common rejection of social contract theories of 
government. The powers of the state derive from divine law and 
appointment rather than from human arrangements--although nobody 
would deny that the latter are necessary in the formation and the 
140 
working of a government. 
Finney's own political action was confined to those channels 
which he commended to ministers~ These were primarily internal to 
the revival cultus, but not necessarily to the church as such. His 
137. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 210. 
138. Finney to H. Cowles, Dec. 23, 1841. Finney Papers. 
139. Ibid. 
140. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 140. 
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political conduct included his personal attendance and leadership 
as a private citizen at the meetings of reform societies whose 
work had recognized political bearing and partisan references. 
He tried scrupulously to distinguish the roles of minister and 
citizen but of course he could not shed the personal influence 
he carried as a minister and famous revivalist--nor did he try to 
do so. 
In men of his moral-absolutistic temperament, the maintenance 
of the distinction itself was significant evidence of a certain 
persistent refusal to identify the gospel and the church with 
either side of any given political argument over social polity--
granted the exceptions of slavery and temperance. 
Finney believed that there were enough Christian voters 
to determine the outcome of any election. "Now let Christians 
take the ground that they will not vote for a dishonest man, or a 
Sabbath-breaker, or gambler, or whoremonger, or duellist, for any 
office and no party could ever nominate such a character with any 
hope of success." If Christians conscientiously refused to vote 
for the "ungodly," Finney said, "a blessed influence would go 
141 
over the land like a wave." 
141. Lectures to Professing Christians, p. 103. 
What is a Christian voter to do if posed with a choice 
limited to two candida tes so morally disqualified? Finney says 
it would be a powerful demonstration for the whole Christian rna-
jority to abstain from voting for either, in protest! Perhaps he 
felt that the persuasion of the Holy Spirit would reach the heart 
of the sinful politician through the v oice of such a testimonial 
to the power of righteousness among such a mass of men. 
Finney had no concept of the church's influence over the 
state but stressed highly the duty of every individual Christian 
to exert such influence. Politics is "an indispensable part of 
religion. No man can possibly be benevolent or religious without 
concerning himself to a greater or less e x tent with the affairs of 
142 human government." The pulpit should be a constant source of 
political education, but the educating should be done by way of 
illustrations and the indirect labelling of the worst political 
sins by referring to them in prayers and sermons. Ministers are not 
to get out and work for the election of particular candidates--let 
alone (as was still frequent in Beecher's New England at the turn of 
the century) form a caucus which, for all practical purposes, deter-
. d th . t • 143 m1ne e nom1na 1ons. Yet he was invited to preach in many 
state capitals (of New York, New Hampshire, and Connecticut) in 
14 4 hopes that he would influence the legislators and thereby the state. 
142. Memoirs, p. 230. 
143. Finney to Cowles, 1845. Finney Papers. 
144. Kirk to Finney, Feb. 28, 1831; Johnson to Finney, Feb. 24, 
1831; Lawson to Finney, May 2, 1827; Hopkins to Finney, 
?-fay 5, 1831. Finney Papers. 
F. Sabbatarianism 
Sabbatarianism is one of the many other reforms with which 
Finney somewhat indirectly allied himself. He deplored "Sabbath-
breaking" and while making the trip by steamboat to Oberlin in 
1835, he went ashore at Erie instead of remaining on the boat 
until it reached Cleveland, which would have meant journeying on 
the Sabbath. On Monday he proceeded by stage. For fifteen years 
in succession the catalogue for the Oberlin Collegiate Institute 
bore witness to the sensitiveness of the public conscience: "No 
student could be admitted who while on his way journeyed upon the 
Sabbath."145 He believed that Sabbath-breaking and especially the 
delivery of government mail on the Lord's Day could be brought to 
a close within a year if all churches and ecclesiastical bodies 
would unite and speak out fearlessly. 146 In a sermon on keeping 
the Sabbath holy147 he said it was "a mistake to undertake too 
much spiritual labor" on the day, that "physicians should be 
spared as much as possible," and t hat only so much cooking should 
be done as was essential to health. In another sermon on the same 
subject148 he mentioned "visiting" and "letter writing" and "study" 
and "secular reading" as inconsistent with the design of the day. 
Again he reminded his congregation that they could undertake too 
145. Quoted in Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 294. 
146. Lectures to Professing Christians, p. 70. 
147. Sermon outline No. 99, Finney Papers. 
148. Sermon outline No. 437, Finney Papers. 
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much religious work on the Sabbath. 149 Among the things which 
Christians could do on the Sabbath were ordinary and necessary 
chores, study, meditation, and prayer. 
Finney's concern, although limited to sermonizing, seemed to 
be for the Sabbath as a national institution. It was his opinion 
"that unless something is done, and done speedily • to promote 
the sanctification of the Sabbath by the church, the Sabbath will 
go by the board." He feared that not only would the mails be 
running and the post offices be open on Sunday but also in time 
the courts of justice and the halls of legislation would be opened 
wide, "and what can the church do, what will this nation do, 
WITHOUT ANY SABBATH? 11150 He seems to reflect an institutional 
concern for the future of the church in this matter, although the 
use of the word "church" in the foregoing context may be a mere 
synonym for Christianity, as it so often was for Finney. Finney 
favored the organized General Union for Promoting the Observance 
of the Christian Sabbath, but contributed primarily his sermoniz-
. 151 1ng. 
The theological basis here was mainly Finney's high doctrine 
of God. The Lord's Day should be treated with due sanctity and 
reverence. 
149. For a concise summary of the general controversy over the 
keeping of the Sabbath and the Sunday delivery of mail see 
Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 105-10. 
150. Lectures ~Revivals, p. 280. 
151. For a complete discussion see George M. Ellis, "The Evangeli-
cal and the Sunday Question, 1830-1860." Unpublished Ph. D. 
dissertation, Harvard, 1952. Deals with organized Sabba-
tarianism as an aspect of the evangelical movement. 
rsL 
G. Democracy 
To understand fully the background of Finney's democratic 
views it is necessary to rehearse briefly some of the themes of 
Chapter II. That chapter dealt with the theological split of the 
"Old" and the "New Divinity." As might be suspected, there were 
more than theological overtones in the controversy. Involved also 
was a great deal of political and social controversy. Three 
studies have explored this area: Charles Foster, An Errand of 
Mere;; John Bodo, The Protestant Clergy and Public Issues; and 
152 Winthrop Hudson, The Great Tradition of the American Churches. 
Foster traces the history of "the evangelical united front,'' from 
its origins in British Victorianism, through its transplantation 
to this country where it became the conservative force in society, 
to its break-up (which turns out to be the split of Old-New School 
Calvinism). Foster sees the major movements for reform, the great 
voluntary societies, as efforts of the "united front" to ameliorate 
. t 153 soc~e y. Bodo views the same set of circumstances and reaches 
somewhat different conclusions. Whereas Foster discerns a "united 
front" which formed the conservative force in American society, 
Bodo traces in the same data a "theocratic pattern". This pattern 
was based on the Calvinistic doctrine of the sovereignty of God 
but was expanded to include God's particular concern with the 
United States. The "theocrats" sought to bring the young nation 
152. Chapel Hill, N. C.: University of North Carolina Press, 
1960; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954; New 
York: Harper, 1953, respectively. 
153. Pp. 179-85. 
under God's rule and into conformity with what they believed was 
his will. Voluntary associations, says Bodo, were the means 
seized upon by the theocrats to accomplish their purposes after 
the seemingly disastrous disestablishment. Hudson here agrees 
with Bodo and follows through the change in attitude of the theo-
crats by means of a case study of Lyman Beecher. Beecher turned 
from utter despair at the news of disestablishment to the opinion 
that disestablishment was "the best thing that ever happened in 
the state of Connecticut. 11154 Integral to this change was the use 
Beecher and other theocrats were making of the voluntary associa-
tions to accomplish purposes which had languished under the es-
tablishment. Hudson concludes that this voluntarism is the great 
and sustaining tradition of the American churches. 
Although these men have variously described the common his-
torical and social phenomena, they agree upon two basic conclu-
sions: that the clergy in power were of theocratic and conserva-
tive bent, which became politically translated into Federalism and 
limited democracy; and that voluntary associations for reform 
could be used to reach the same goals which disestablishment 
threatened to forbid to them. Actually these two conclusions of the 
writers have great interdependence, as Calvin Griffin has shown. 155 
154. See Chapter IV. 
155. ''Religious Benevolence as Social Control, 1815-60," Mississ-
!££! Valley Historical Review, (1957-58) pp. 423-44. This 
article should be read as a better conclusion from the his-
torical data than that of Timothy Smith, Revivalism and 
Social Reform. Smith, apparently unaware of the theocratic 
influence in American religious and social affairs in the 
1800's, attributes the impulse to reform exclusively to 
"aspirations for perfection" on the part of the revivalists. 
183' 
Griffin maintains that the managers (each society had a manager 
as executive head) of the reform and benevolent associations were 
named by the theocrats and employed the benevolence concept 
to further the conservatism of Federalism. Their fundamental 
tenet as Federalism waned was to control the "rising mob" by 
dictating right conditions to their fellow citizens. Ortho-
doxy saw itself as the bastion against radicalism, as an outpost 
combatting an atheistic mobocracy while clinging to its Calvinis-
156 
tic belief in the depravity of the masses. 
Against this background, Finney's "new measures" stand out 
in bold relief. Using "common language" and "common sense" to 
appeal to the "common people" was viewed with alarm by Old and 
New School Calvinists alike. Thus was necessitated the New 
Lebanon Convention described in Chapters II and III above. 
Beecher feared that Finney's radicalism would break the last tie 
between Old and New School, their common concern to maintain a 
"disestablished establishment," the theocratic, albeit manipulated-
ly voluntary, society. As it turned out, the New School was forced 
to swallow a great deal of Finney's "mobocracy" with his "new 
measures," and the Old School split away. We have seen more diver-
gencies between the two "Schools" in the discussion above on 
Griffin's exposition shows that Smith's is much too simpli-
fied an explanation. Not only were the revivalists' 
opponents very much a part of the benevolent reform move-
ments, but the theocrats used these movements to combat 
the radicalisms of the very same revivalists they feared. 
156. Herbert May, The Protestant Churches and Industrial America 
(New York: · Harper, 1949), pp. 7-8. 
157 
"Slavery." 
1841 
Finney was by birth and deportment the man to carry Jacksonian 
democracy into the precincts of the privileged clerical class. By 
birth and residence he was from "the \Vest." Beecher, Nettleton, 
and others of the seminary-trained easterners referred to the 
western revivalists (chief of whom was Finney) as "the ragamuffins" 
and "the irregulars" and to their followers as "the ignobile 
158 
vulgus." Beecher particularly deplored the view of democratic 
Western revivalists "that all men, because sinners, are therefore 
to be treated alike by ministers of the gospel without respect to 
age or station in society."159 
Finney seems to have had no well-wrought conception of 
democracy. He himself looked down upon the "ignorant Methodist" 
revivalists and, on the other hand, was p roud of his ability to 
reach the ''higher" levels of society, particularly the lawyers and 
th f th f . 1 1 160 o ers o e pro ess1ona c ass. But there is a strong basis 
for his "new measures" which seem to have been the vehicles of his 
greatest activity in democratization, namely his theological view 
of regeneration and human ability. All men alike have the ability 
to be saved. The more aristocratic Old School emphasized man's 
depravity and God's election of the blessed few. But Finney laid 
157. Cf. Schlesinger, Jr., Age of Jackson, chapter on "Jacksonian 
Democracy and Religion"; and chapter in Schlesinger, New 
Viewpoints, "Decline of Aristocracy . in America." 
158. Quoted in McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism p. 35. 
159. Ibid., p. 36. 
160. Memoirs, pp. 289, 293, 297. 
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upon the conscience of every man alike the burden of his own 
salvation. He could be saved if he but would be saved. Even 
Beecher was never quite willing to say it as plainly as that. 
Moreover, the millennium would be democracy par excellence, final 
equality for everyone. 
Finney even admitted that some of his "new measures" were 
meant to reach the lower classes: "I addressed them in the language 
of the common people. • • • This was what we aimed to accomplish, 
to preach the Gospel especially to the poor. 11161 "To enjoy God 
you must come down, not go up there. God is not there, among all 
the starch and flattery of hell." God, said Finney, was "down 
162 
among the respectable common people." Just as plain and simple 
living was more wholesome and godly than sophisticated adornment, 
so ignorance of the intellectual frivolities which were associated 
with a knowledge of literature and classical languages was a 
benefit rather than a hindrance to true Christians. "A good 
education is indeed a great good, but if not sanctified, it is 
all the more odious to God."163 
One of the "levelling tendencies" of Finney which was ab-
horred by the Easterners was his lessening the distinction between 
the ministry and the laity. Finney introduced plain dress for the 
clergy. He allowed the laity to pray in public worship. 164 He 
161. Ibid., pp. 183-84. 
162. Lectures ~ Revivals, pp. 141-42. 
163. Ibid., pp. 203, 177. 
164. Ibid •. , pp. 238-48. 
186 
. t . d" . . t 165 spoke disparagingly of the 11 sem1nary- ra1ne m1n1s er. Per-
haps these practices of Finney and his western revival associates 
were a part of the beginning of the shift of the control of bene-
volence, missions, temperance, and antislavery from ministerial 
166 
command to lay hands. 
H. Women 1 s Rights 
Contrary to popular opinion, Finney and his colleagues at 
Oberlin did not countenance the women's rights movement. Oberlin 
gave to it only gradual consent: 
The notoriety of Lucy Stone, Antatnette Brown, and two or 
three other militant women's rights advocates in the Oberlin 
student body has obscured the fact that official Oberlin as 
well as student and town opinion generally opposed them at 
the time .167 
Finney did not think that women were "generally called upon to 
preach or speak in public." However, he favored the education of 
women, Oberlin being at the time the only college open to them. 
Women were to be properly educated for their calling, which was 
165. Ibid., p. 184. 
166. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 220; cf. Ralph Henry Gabriel, The 
Course of American Democratic Thought (New York: Harper, 
1940), especially Chapters II and III which draw parallels 
between the doctrines of democratic faith and Protestant 
Christianity (importance of the individual, etc.,); also, 
Frederick Jackson Turner, "Contributions of the West to 
American Democracy, 11 Atlantic Monthly, 91 ( 1903), pp. 
83-96. There is little evidence as to Finney's opinion 
of what is known today as "the ministry of the laity" but 
there is little doubt that his "democratizing influences" 
of permitting laymen to pray and to work out their own 
salvation played their part in breaking down the distinc-
tions between the roles of minister and layman. Finney 
was one of the first and was certainly the foremost of 
those initiating this trend. 
167. Fletcher, Oberlin, I~ 290 • . . 
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the home. "An enlightened and sanctified generation of mothers 
would exert the greatest influence upon future generations, that 
t d h b . ,168 ever was exer e upon uman e1ngs. Although Oberlin regarded 
the women's rights movement as an "ultraism" or an ultra-radical 
reform, it devoted itself most heartily to the female reform 
movement, with the purpose of protecting the citadel of the home. 
In December of 1834 Finney addressed the New York Female Reform 
Society. He told the ladies that Christ i ans should "visit these 
houses Lof ill reput~7, and fill them with Bibles and Tracts and 
make them places of religious conversation and of prayer, and 
convert their wretched inmates £.!! the spot .•• 169 
And, of course, women should be employed in the work of the 
Kingdom. The conversion of souls had been left too much to the 
ministry. "The women have been too much overlooked, as if they 
could do nothing. ·• • • They can do much, at least, for their 
170 
own sex." The fact that women prayed in "promiscuous assem-
blies" was new only to Easterners such as Beecher. It was no 
innovation or "new measure" with Finney but had long been known 
171 in western New York. Nevertheless, girls at Oberlin were in 
168. Oberlin Evangelist, Nov. 4, 1840, p. 178. 
169. Cited in Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 298. For a full discussion 
see Cross, Burned-~ District, pp. 226-31. 
170. Sermons £.!! Important Subjects, "Why London Is Not Converted." 
171. Cross, Burned-~ District, p. 177. Barnes (Antislavery 
Impulse, p. 13) credits Weld with this innovation. In fact, 
Finney himself denies any personal part in the practice, 
supposing when he first heard it that it was a local custom 
in Utica (Memoirs, p. 178). 
188' 
f t d . d f . d f . f th . . t l 72 ac 1scourage rom any 1 eas o prepar1ng or e m1n1s ry. 
I. Education 
Of course, Finney's primary interest in education was the 
training of ministers. The prospect of teaching and training 
"revival men" at Oberlin appealed to Finney. He had had many 
applications from young men desiring him to instruct them in theo-
173 logy. In his letter to the two Lane rebels he remarked, "I 
have long seen that without a new race of ministers we can not 
possibly go much further. • There are now materials for a 
more efficient ministry but no school to train them in where they 
will not be spoiled. 11174 Finney's primary interest in going to 
Oberlin was that young men should be taught how to save souls and 
conduct revivals. In 1827 he assisted George Gale in founding 
the Oneida Academy for this purpose. In 1831 he helped to estab-
lish Gilbert Morgan's Rochester Institute for Practical Education, 
and he was instrumental in the founding of the Troy and Albany 
School of Theology in 1833. 175 But Finney's influence upon the 
higher education of the Midwest extended much farther than his 
direct personal contact. "To the generation of founders it was 
known that Oneida Institute, Oberlin Institute, Olivet Institute, 
and Knox College were alike the result of the white heat of the 
172. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 291-93. 
173. Memoirs, p. 332. 
174. Finney to H. B. Stanton and G. Whipple, Jan. 18, 1835. 
Finney Papers. 
175. Cross, Burned-over District, p. 234. 
189 
. . 1 ,.176 great F1nney rev1va • 
Indeed, Finney's basic phi l osophy of education for all 
students was the more adequate living of the Christian life. 
"Learned students may understand their hie, haec, hoc, very 
well and may laugh at the humble Christian. and call him 
ignorant, although he may know how to win more souls than five 
177 hundred of them." English li t erature was as worthless as the 
study of pagan languages: "I cannot believe that a person who 
has ever known the love of God can relish a secular novel." A 
man's character was revealed by the books he kept: "Let me visit 
your chamber, your parlor, or wherever you keep your books. 
Wh a t is here? Byron, Scott, Shakespeare, and a host of triflers 
178 
and blasphemers of God •••• 11 
The only aspect of education that seemed to him free from 
contamination was science, curious though it may sound to 
modern ears. Paley's proof of God from the design of the 
universe had yet to be challenged by the researches of Darwin, 
Freud, and Einstein among others. Finney was confident that the 
word of God and science could always be reconciled: "Acquaint 
yourselves as far as possible with books on natural science," he 
urged his students. "Examine works on anatomy, physiology, 
natural, mental and moral philosophy and such books as will make 
you thoroughly acquainted with the structure and laws of the 
176. Hermann Muelder, Fighters for Freedom, p. 88. 
177. Lectures ~Revivals, p. 177. 
178. Oberlin Evangelist, Dec. 4, 1839, p . 193; and April 24, 1839, 
' p. 73. 
1:.90'. 
universe; for all these things declare the wonderful works of 
God. "179 
This faith in the harmonious relationship between nature and 
the supernatural was central to Finney's philosophy and theology, 
as we have seen, in contrast to the Old School Calvinism of his 
day. 
J. Ecumenicity 
Finney surely had no carefully-worked-out scheme of inter-
denominational unity. However, there were many instances of 
interdenominational cooperative undertakings which were the 
by-products of Finney's revivals. Finney himself advised that 
converts "should not be taught to dwell upon sectarian distinctive-
nes~, or to be sticklish about sectarian points. 11180 His practice 
on the whole corresponded with his profession, especially in the 
period of the Rochester Revival, when his disregard of denomina-
tiona! lines seriously disturbed some of his warmest supporters. 
There was a kind of "revivalistic harmony11 among Baptists, 
Presbyterians and Methodists. 181 A great deal of cooperation 
grew, in spite of doctrinal differences, among the revivalist 
preachers themselves. Finney was repeatedly "hurrying over" 
l f ll l . t . . 182 to he p out a e ow evange 1s 1n a campa1gn. Joint 
participation in many of the expanding benevolent and reform 
179. Oberlin Evangelist, August 17, 1842, p. 131. 
180. Lectures on Revivals, p. 369. 
181. Weisberger, Gathered at the River, p. 99. 
182. Cole, Social Ideas, pp. 236-37. 
movements also alleviated prejudices and mitigated jealousies 
among the sects. 
To Finney sectarian distinctions were not basically impor-
tant. The fundamental thing was the exp erience of salvation and 
perfection. Under the expected millennium all denominational 
differences p aled. As the white heat of Finney's revivals began 
to cool, the emphasis of the times shifted more to the sectarian 
"d 183 s1 e. 
K. Diet and Health Reforms 
For a while, at least, Finney was zealous over dietetic and 
h . l . l f 184 p ys1o o g1ca re orm. Oberlin habits had been plain and frugal 
from the beginning. The fifth article in the Oberlin covenant 
read: 
That we may h ave time and health for the Lord's service, we 
will eat only plain and wholesome food, renouncing all bad 
habits, and especially the smoking and chewing of tobacco, 
·unless it is necessary as a medicine, and deny ourselves all 
strong and unnecessary drinks, even tea and coffee as far as 
practicable, and everything that is simply calculated to 
gratify the palate.l85 
Philo P. Stewart, who was in charge of the boarding house until he 
left in 1836, kept a strict regimen. The popularity of the views 
of Sylvester Graham had increased during the cholera epidemic in 
1832. Finney, J. J. Shipherd, Stewart, and Mahan all became 
183. See Cross, Burned-~ District, p. 255, for an account of 
the shift. 
184. The most exhaustive treatment is to be found in Fletcher, 
Oberlin, Vol. I, Book II: 110berlinism. 11 
185. Copy in Finney Papers. 
Grahamites. For several years the Oberlin pulpit was aggressively 
Grahamite. Finney was a hearty advocate of "Grahamism," and his 
attitude influenced the acceptance of the vegetarian diet in early 
Ob l . 186 er 1n. No tea or coffee was served in the boarding house, 
meat was frowned upon, and butter was questionable. Writing to 
ministers of all denominations, Finney asked: "Are not many of 
us exceedingly ignorant, in regard to the physiology of our own 
bodies, and of those dietetic habits which are most congenial to 
bodily health? 11187 At the time of writing (1850) he was fully 
convinced "that the flesh has more to do with the back-sliding of 
the Church than either the world or the devil." He was reversing 
the position of his former sermons. He recommended Graham's two 
volumes of Lectures on the Science of Human Life and said that 
Paul, too, regarded dietetic reform as essential to thorough and 
188 permanent moral reform. All "innutricious stimulants," includ-
ing spices and ginger and pepper, lead directly to intemperance. 189 
After 1840, when the interest in Grahamism began to decline 
in Oberlin as it did elsewhere, Finney was delivered from his 
"bondage" to the doctrine. 190 At the time of writing (1845) he 
objected to persons being 11in bondage ·to Grahamism or to some 
other ism. '' 
186. For a summary of Graham's teaching see Fletcher, Oberlin, 
r" ·J21, ~?2. · 
187. Oberlin Evangelist, Feb. 26, 1840, pp. 35, 36. 
188. He cites Philippians 3:18, 19. 
189. Oberlin Evangelist, Sept. 9, 1840, p. 147. 
190. Oberlin Evangelist, April 23, 1845, p. 68. 
193: 
Finney placed little faith in medical practice. In 1836 in 
Oberlin he publicly opposed the use of medicine. He lectured the 
students on preserving their health and condemned ''almost the 
whole class of physicians, who instead of trying to prevent 
disease • go about & give this pill to one man & another to 
191 
another man, without knowing whether it will kill or cure." 
When Isaac Jennings visited Oberlin in 1837 and joined the faculty 
two years later, Finney and Shipherd rallied around the teaching 
of orthopathy, "no medicine," or "new practice." In the summer 
of the typhoid ep idemic, 1847, Finney with others was treated by 
Jennings with "nature's course, mainly rest and water." Finney's 
general prescription for his own ailments was "nature's course." 
Vhen he became hoarse or fatigued in his revival labors, he rested. 
He heard from his friend Lewis Tappan in 1868 about the value of 
hydropathy. Water, said Tappan, is "the best cure of providence.'' 
His headache "gives way to frequent dippings of my head in cold 
192 
water." 
Although the taboo on tea and coffee was eventually lifted, 
Finney always continued his opposition to alcohol and tobacco. He 
listed tobacco with the other stimulants as 11poisons. 11193 
Finney affirmed as the theological rationale for his views 
on diet and health that "everything is sin in a moral agent, whether 
he considers it as such or not, for which he has not in his mind a 
191. Fletcher, Oberlin, I~ 333~ 
192. L. Tappan to Finney, Sept. 12, 1868. Finney Papers. 
193. Lectures on Revivals, p. 43. 
194 
good, that is, a benevolent reason." The question is not whether 
one considers it sinful, but whether it is in fact. The law of 
benevolence is the measure. Certainly Christ who is our model 
194 
would not use tobacco, and surely individuals cannot plead 
that they "smoke, snuff, or chew to the glory of God. 11195 To 
Finney, as to many of his time, self-gratification and the use of 
bodily stimulants were ipso facto sinful. Finney's maxim was that 
"a self-indulgent Christian is a contradiction." One should employ 
every possible aid to physical effectiveness in working for the 
kingdom's coming on earth. 
L. Matters of Taste and Manners 
Finney called upon all true Christians to abandon forthwith 
any "habit of character" which might injure the health,"that 
precious gift of God,'' or "sear the conscience." Among such self-
indulgent habits he listed "smoking, chewing or snuffing tobacco, 
using injurious stimulants of any kind, high and unwholesome living, 
extravagant dressing or equipage, retiring late at night and rising 
late in the morning, eating too much or between meals." His students 
at Oberlin had to listen to lectures on "the duty of keeping their 
nails clean and their clothes dry, of sitting straight in their 
chairs when in company without tipping back on two legs. 11196 
Frivolous dress was one of Finney's principal targets. He told the 
194. Sermon outline No. 603, Finney Papers. 
195. "Quenching the Spirit," Sermons ~Important Subjects. 
196. Finney, Lectures ~ Theology, pp. 312-16; Wright, £• Q• 
Finney, p. 169. 
195 
women in his audience: 
Take care how you dress. What is that on your head? What 
does that gaudy ribbon and those ornaments upon your dress 
say to everyone that meets you? It makes the impression 
that you wish to be thought pretty. Tru~e care! You might 
just as well write on your clothes, 'NO TRUTH IN RELIGION.' 
It says, 'GIVE ME DRESS, GIVE ME FASHION, GIVE ~1E FLATTERY, 
AND I AM HAPPY. I 197 
Finney was known to chastize such offenders from the pulpit. 198 
His Memoirs contain several occasions upon which Finney took de-
light in breaking down before him a beautiful but frivolously 
dressed woman by convincing her of the sin she was committing 
with her attire. 
Dancing was another of the devil's instruments. The 
"dissipation and surfeiting and temptations connected with it 
•• •" are more than the Christian should subject himself to ex-
. . 199 perJ.encJ.ng. 
Finney and other midwestern revivalists in pressing these 
· fl t· th v· t · · 200 f th · N En 1 d J.ssues were re ec J.ng e J.C orJ.anJ.sm o eJ.r ew g an 
and frontier backgrounds. Theologically, Finney viewed these re-
finements of character as stepping stones to perfection and the 
' ll . 201 mJ. enn1um. No area of life was excluded from the possibility 
of perfection which would bring the impending millennium closer. 
197. Lectures on Revivals, pp. 141-42. 
198. Lectures to Professing Christians, p. 107. 
199. Lectures £!! Revivals, pp. 112, 142, 215. Cf. Finney's MS 
article, "Innocent Amusements," Finney Papers. 
200. Foster, Errand of Mercy, traces the transplanting of 
Victorianism to this country by religious factions. 
201. Finney, "Innocent Amusements," MS article, Finney Papers. 
Cf. Cole, Social Ideas, p. 228. 
1'9.6.; 
M. A Summary of the Relation between Finney's Theology and His 
Thought on Social Reform 
If the foregoing presentation seems somewhat fragmented, 
it reflects accurately what has been preserved of Finney's social 
thought. Finney had no unified social stance, no well-conceived 
systematic approach to social issues. What unity in his social 
pronouncements there is can best be traced through the theological 
bases which themselves were not universally or systematically 
applied by Finney to social issues in a conscious fashion. 
According to Finney, the basic motivation for participation 
in any social reform is that of benevolence. If a venture is not 
benevolent, it is wrong. Indeed, the hallmark of those who have 
been converted is their benevolence. The saved are they who have 
willfully chosen to turn from their self-centeredness to a dis-
interested concern for others. Finney's basic idea of conversion 
(his preoccupation as a revivalist) thus furnishes us with several 
clues as to the bent of his social theology. For one thing con-
version as just described must be prior to participation in reform. 
No man, says Finney, could be truly benevolent and unconverted. 
The terms are logically and theologically contradictory. Hence, 
Finney always insisted that every reform be made an appendage of 
the revival. The basic cure of all social ills was the conversion 
of individuals from selfishness to benevolence. 
Secondly, these conceptions clearly revealed that Finney con-
ceived of man as free to decide, to choose, and to act, and he is 
therefore also responsible for his decisions, his choices, and 
197 
his actions. It is not enough for man to bemoan the social 
predicaments in which he finds himself--he can change them. Just 
as one might expect immediate repentance and acceptance of salva-
tion, so one might expect immediate restitution of social disorders. 
Finney believed in the moral omnicompetence of the individual. 
Social reforms will be accomplished by first converting individuals. 
All converts should act like Christians so that the weight of all 
these several witnesses will be felt as a mighty force for benevolence 
in each social concern. Reform thus follows automatically in the 
wake of the conversion of each individual sinner. Particularly 
does this conclusion of Finney manifest itself in areas such as 
business and politics. Finney was prone to give individualistic 
counsel, such as "Every businessman an honest man" and "Each man 
vote the honest man, not the party," rather than attempting a 
rationale by which large numbers of Christians could corporately 
assess and consciously evaluate their social conduct in these areas. 
Yet Finney's ethic did not lack objective reference points. 
Chief of these was his high concept of God and His sovereignty. 
Finney's views on property and the Sabbath are undergirded by a 
firm belief that all is God's and the chief end of the use of all 
that exists is to glorify God. Of course, Finney tended to see 
the accomplishment of such glorification almost exclusively 
through the conversion and sanctification of sinners. But there 
was built into the structure of all his thinking the belief that 
all areas of life belong to God. For Finney there were not two 
kingdoms but one. There could be no separation of work and worship 
T98 
or of "inner" and "outer" worlds. Particularly does Finney 
underline God's sovereignty in his views on slavery. Under his 
"higher law" doctrine God's law is supreme. All national or 
earthly laws are based upon it and must be subject to it. Again, 
his views on education reveal the harmonious relationship which 
Finney presupposes between the natural and the divine. The uni-
verse is God's--explore it and you know something of Him. 
These are the main theological bases of Finney's social 
thought which alone provide some kind of unity to his rather 
disparate social pronouncements. Others which might be mentioned 
would include his continual emphasis on perfection. Especially 
some of his more moralistic views on proper Christian dress and 
decorum seem to be efforts to shore up every possible defense of 
the Christian against the corrosive elements of the unsanctified 
world. Closely akin was Finney's omnipresent aspiration for the 
millennium which (although Finney never details this doctrine for 
us) he seems to view as progressively realized with each further 
manifestation of perfection in the individual and in society. 
In conclusion, Finney had no ordered social strategy which 
would enable a reviewer to trace interconnections of thought 
patterns between his various pronouncements about social reform. 
He seemed rather merely to have reacted to whatever current issues 
struck his interest at the time. Similarly, he made no explicit 
and direct application of his theology to his thought on social 
reform beyond those few themes stressed in this chapter. One is 
I.99 
left with a rather pieced-together p icture of Finney's social 
reform posture because Finney's main concerns did not lie here. 
His primary interest was the regeneration of sinners and both 
his theological and social thought turn primarily around this 
axis. 
In an effort to give a more extended and more systematized 
presentation of the practical outworkings of the relationship be-
tween Finney's theolo gy and his social thought, the author offers 
in the next chapter a reconstruction of Finney's doctrine of the 
church and its correlations with his social strategy. The doc-
trine of the church was selected because it implies or embodies 
almost all other theological doctrines (God, regeneration, man, 
and so on), and, at the same time, by the very nature of its own 
content it is the theological doctrine most involved when one is 
dealing with Christianity's relation to society and the world. 
An overall evaluation of Finney's social theology will be 
presented in Chapter VIII. 
CHAPTER VII 
A RECONSTRUCTION OF FINNEY'S DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH 
AND ITS RELATION TO HIS STRATEGY FOR SOCIAL REFORM 
This chapter is an effort to take an extended look through 
the lens of Finney's conception of the church at the implications 
of the aforementioned interrelationships of his theology and his 
social thought. Above all doctrines, the church is a barometer 
for gauging a man's social ethics. The doctrine is presented in 
this separate chapter rather than in Chapter V (Finney's theology 
per ~) because it is so completely a reconstruction and because 
of its central importance for illustrating and interpreting the 
relation of Finney's theology to his thought on social reform. 
A. The Nature of the Church 
1. The Subsidiary Place of the Church 
The conception of the process of salvation which character-
ized Finney's brand of revivalism resulted in a strengthening of 
the tendency to relegate the church to a subsidiary role in sal-
vation. This tendency already had been reflected earlier as one 
aspect of the disestablishmentarian movement in Connecticut which 
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l Lyman Beecher had so ardently opposed. Finney is an excellent 
example of the increasing tendency of most nineteenth-century theo-
logians to concentrate on the doctrine of man to the almost 
complete exclusion of the doctrine of the church. His idea of the 
church must be pieced together from scattered contexts. 
Why did Finney's revivalism result in a loss of the sense 
of community? It individualized church-life far more than had 
the older revivalism. Why did not the sharing of intense communal 
feeling and experience result in a thorough sense of being bound 
into a unitive community firmly associated with the church? 
2. The Cultural Climate of Individualism 
The above question is partly answered by the fact that a new 
individualism was on the rise in American culture in the early period 
2 
of the century. This remarkable period was characterized by a 
restless energy, by the rapid expansion of an open, dynamic society, 
and by a sense of unlimited opportunity. This does not fully ex-
plain, but surely contributed to the individual's confident feeling . 
of moral and material power. The extraordinary passion of this 
period for all sorts of organized humanitarian movements is notable. 
This should not be seen as a contradiction to the judgment that 
participation in these reform movements was highly individualistic. 
The voluntary, associational character of these organizations must 
1. Beecher had a strong sense of the importance of the church in 
which he contrasted sharply with those more solidly within 
the Finney group. See Beecher, Autobiography, passim. 
2. Supra, Chapter I. 
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always be borne in mind. The period was also one of widespread 
religious zeal for the permeation and influencing of every aspect 
of American life. Particularly notable about this period was its 
11ultraism11 --in religion, in optimism, in individualism. 3 In 
short, it was adolescent. In all of these characteristic 
attitudes Finney shared to an eminent degree. By Finney's time 
the passion for the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth reflected 
a distinct trend away from its earlier basis. Ever more confidence 
was being placed in the power of man's voluntary efforts to bring 
that end--gradually replacing a sense of its dependence upon God's 
predestination. This tendency was closely related to the generally 
confident spirit of the times from which the nineteenth century's 
growing individualism sprang. In sounding this note Finney dimly 
foreshadowed the typical emphasis of the later social gospel 
upon "building the Kingdom of God." 
3. Theocracy in Tension with Voluntarism: A Comparison 
of the View of Finney and Lyman Beecher 
A zeal for righteous purification in the church is not al-
ways accompanied by such a highly voluntaristic conception of the 
church's status in society and its method of constitution as was 
that of Finney. That fact is illustrated in the case of Lyman 
Beecher. 
a. Voluntarism and establishment. Beecher fought 
3. See Tyler, Freedom's Ferment, passim; and Cole, Social Ideas, 
pp. 10-13. 
bitterly against the disestablishment of Congregationalism in 
Connecticut before the election of 1817, and feared that the end 
had come for the church with the doom of the establishment. Yet, 
within a few years he had begun a drastic change of mind about 
this. 
It was as dark a day as I ever saw. The odium thrown upon 
the ministry was inconceivable. The injury done to the 
cause of Christ, as we then supposed, was irreparable. For 
several days I suffered what no tongue can tell, for the 
best thing that~ happened to the State of Conll;CtiCUt.4 
He found that Christianity actually appeared to be growing in 
strength since the disestablishment. By 1819, he saw the rising 
voluntary benevolent societies as the chief instrument of the 
5 
church's power. 
It remained clear to Beecher, however, that the leadership 
of the nation by men of righteousness and morality was to be 
identified wi th leadership by the church. Beecher's ideal of a 
church-theocracy was comparable to the Puritan conception in one 
respect. It never offered the slightest suggestion that the 
authority of the church rests upon the authority of the state, 
while the state was expected to use its authority in certain ways 
which would practically enhance the church's status and the ad-
vancement of its goals. The church as a body was to exercise its 
influence upon the leaders of the state, in contrast to Finney's 
inclinations in this matter, tending as he did to leave to the in-
dividual all decisions about the implementation of Christian social 
4. Beecher, Autobiography, I, 344. 
5. See Hudson, Great Tradition, passim. 
concern. 
b. Finney in tension with Beecher. Finney was more 
typical of the new revivalism at that point. He consciously 
sought no influence over the state for the church as such, while 
stressing highly the duty of the individual Christian to exert 
such influence. 6 The pulpit should be a constant source of 
political education, but an indirect one. Yet the individual 
Christian's action was always expected to result in such things 
as temperance and Sabbath laws, as well as in individual trans-
formation. These laws would in fact favor the church's moral 
interests, and--indirectly--its strength. 
In the area of temperance and slavery, the church itself 
should take direct action; but the action was to be taken against 
its own internal membership, and only thereby against political 
leaders who were also church members. The action of the church, 
in these particular issues, was itself expected to produce, in-
directly, changes in public law as well as in public sentiment. 
All of this in Finney expressed a much greater degree of volun-
tarism than Beecher found to be needful in his idea of the church, 
evolving as it did from Beecher's juggling of divine sovereignty 
over against the freedom of the human will in conversion. 
c. Moralism and voluntarism. Finney had accepted 
and intensified a notion originally springing from Hopkins' ex-
trapolation from Edwards' conception of Christian love, the 
6. Supra, Chapter VI, "Politics." 
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concept of benevolence as the basic Christian virtue. The very 
substance of the Christian religion is, for Finney, acting al-
ways out of absolutely disinterested benevolence. Christianity 
thus became totally identified with truly moral behavior. We 
must not forget that what made behavior moral, for Finney, was 
not so much the act itself but the "heart" or inclination out of 
7 
which the act came. Nevertheless, Finney assumed that there 
were many acts which were prima facie evidence of an unloving 
heart. Such acts were in themselves to be labeled as sin. 
Such a morality-centered definition of religion bears a 
close relationship to Finney's emphasis upon the human act of 
free will through which men enter this life of selfless benevo-
lence. The progressive modifications of doctrine during the 
period since Edwards had come about in large part because of the 
increasing conviction that sinners cannot be held accountable as 
moral agents if they do not have free wills. 
The church is thus centered in morally-transformed relation-
ships. It tends, in such a moral and intellectual climate, to 
associate itself with a voluntaristic conception of the mode of 
entry into church fellowship. 
d. Predestination and voluntarism. A strict doctrine 
of predestination has always made any energetic insistence upon 
the contribution of man's will to salvation immediately suspect. 
As far as its great historical advocates are concerned, 
7. Oberlin Maternal Association, MS Memoirs, October 2, 1844. 
Finney Papers. 
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predestination has nevertheless necessitated no denial that there 
. t f h ' 11 . . 8 1s an ac o uman w1 1n convers1on. A limited degree of 
voluntarism may be compatible with such a doctrine. 
A much larger place was made for a voluntaristic note in the 
covenant theology of Puritanism than in high Calvinism. Voluntarism 
as the basic mode of constitution of the church is kept under 
sharp limitations, however, where it is combined with a relatively 
high doctrine of predestination. This doctrine Finney had dis-
carded almost completely even so far as formal allegiance was 
concerned. He felt that even too much talk about conditional 
election was apt to hinder revivals. There was nothing in his 
theology to impede a totally voluntaristic view of both the 
process of salvation and the constituting essence of the church. 
The church as a wholly voluntaristic association stood on 
much the same footing as the many other voluntary associations 
organized for worthy moral ends for which men of the period 
showed such fervor. In such a highly individualistic climate, 
men hungered for close community with others serving the same 
causes. This they could find by voluntarily joining a church or 
a benevolent society, without thereby contradicting their sense 
of self-determination. The church of this period thus retained 
some of the sense of belonging which was based in Puritanism upon 
the covenant idea. This was weakened, however, by the extremely 
individualistic basis of the whole association of believers in the 
8. See, for example, M. Luther, Bondage of the Will (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1931), pp. 40-41. 
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church . 
4 . The Exclusion of the Unrighteous 
Finney advocated direct and drastic sanctions to be exercised 
by the church against those who violated its internal standards of 
righteous life. Finney sought continually to keep his own zeal 
for social and moral reform and that of his followers in proper 
subordination to the concern to effect an internal change in men's 
hearts through the gospe l. So also not every overt act of moral 
laxity or wrongheadedness was to call for immediate exclusion from 
the church . But every such act or a ttitude was to be regarded as 
a contradiction of the church ' s enforceable ideal standard of 
member s hip. 
a . Reproof . Finney considered reproof of the indi-
vidual for every such matter--ho\vever minor--to be the solemn duty 
of both the minister and the members of the church . This was to 
be considered an inevitable responsibility of the disinterestedly 
benevolent . It was to be discharged primarily for the sake of 
the soul of the erring brother , but was also necessary for the 
sake of the unsanctified brethren in the church who mi ght be led 
astray by the presence of open sin in their midst. Finney ' s re -
marks about s l a ve- holding may also be applied to lesser sins if 
we but diminish their intensity somewhat: 
What ! Shall men be suffered to commit o ne of the most 
God- dishonoring and most heaven-daring sins on earth , and 
not be reproved? It is a sin against which all men should 
bear testimony, and lift up their voice like a trumpet, 
till this giant iniquity is banished from the l a nd and 
from the world.9 
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b. Exclusion . Over the period of a few years the 
sin of slavery g rew more and more serious in Finney's estimation, 
until , in 1834, he declared that slave-holders were not Christians. 
If they did not respond to reproof they should be excluded from the 
10 
church. A sin of even greater magnitude, calling for like 
action, was drinking or selling alcoholic beverages. The churches 
"must cast out from their communion such members as, in contempt 
of the light that is s hed upon them, continue to drink or traffic 
. d t . . t ,,ll ~n ar en sp~r1 s. If such a person appeared at church, the 
doors should be closed to him. 
In the case of the temperance cause , even the failure to 
support it was aiding the opposition: "Resistance to the temper-
ance reformation will put a stop to revivals in the church •• 
The man ' s hands are RED WITH BLOOD who stands aloof from the 
12 temperance cause." 
Sin was regarded by Finney as the voluntary act of a man 
whose wil l is stubbornly rebellious against God's l aw and whose 
heart is still centered upon himself. Whatever acts are condemned 
as evil are to be understood as signs of willful sin . It is 
9. Finney, Lectures to Professing Christians, p. 53. Also 
Finney, Lectures on Revivals, p. 275. 
10. New York Evangelist, Nov. 8, 1834. 
11. Lectures ~ Revivals, p. 281. 
12. Ibid., p. 265 . 
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within the power of the sinner to change his sinful heart. Failure 
to do so after reproof can only be construed as deliberate scorning 
of the church's central moral purpose. Failure to work devotedly 
to advance that purpose was basically in the same category. The 
words of a follower of Finney about a voluntary so~iety which he 
was organizing for evangelizing the poor in his neighborhood, 
could aptly have been applied by Finney to the church itself: 
"Every member must work ~ quit. No honorary members." 13 
5. Church Authority in Relation to the Evangelist 
a. The Authority of the Word and the authority of 
the evangelist. The actual locus of authority in churches heavily 
influenced by the new revivalism was defined by the personal 
14 
charisma of the evangelist, to a marked extent. Whereas in 
an "ideal-type" the primary source of church authority is the Word 
of God in the Bible and its primary locus is the relationship be-
tween the minister and the congregation in the preaching and hear-
ing of the Word, in the Finneyite churches the source of authority 
was understood to be the truth of the Word in the literal words of 
the Bible. The meaning of the literal word of the Bible is fixed. 
But it cannot be read off by the sinner through the divinely im-
planted light of reason, as the Puritan assumed. This truth must 
first be presented to the mind and then 'to the emotions of the 
13. John Brooks to Finney, Nov. 9, 1830. Finney Papers. 
14. This terminology is borrowed from Weber's well-known socio-
logical schema in terms of his ideal-typical method (Max 
Weber, Theory, pp. 324-423). For a definition of charisma, 
see pp. 358-60. 
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sinner through the Spirit's persuasive advocacy. This is legal 
truth like that of the corpus of common law. In practice, this 
opened up considerable leeway in the interpretation of the 
Scriptures. Finney maintained that the evangelist himself is the 
prime channel of the Spirit's operation. The authority of the 
Spirit thus rested particularly in the hands of the evangelist. 
This authority characterized all of the ·evangelist's revival 
activity, not just his preaching. 
The charismatic quality, in other words, was inseparable 
from the person of the preacher. It even tended to depart when 
he departed. In many instances the evangelist's authority de-
generated into a cult of personality centering about his leader-
ship. Some particular personal feature of the evangelist became 
a fixation among his followers. One cannot help being struck by 
the fact that the collected letters of Finney's correspondents 
contain a number of descriptions of his physical appearance. 
Especially frequent are the descriptions of his piercing eyes, 
his handsome face and strong voice. The feminine admirer's 
manner of describing the affection in which the evangelist was 
held quite often defies any distinction between the language of 
spiritual love and that of physical love. 15 
b. The authority of the individual. Another somewhat 
more effective actual authority was the sanctity of every man's 
individual judgment. This was closely correlated with the assumption 
15. See, for example, Mrs. L. M. Gilbert to Mrs. Finney, Feb. 1828. 
Finney Papers. 
211 
of the freedom of his will. This authority is intensified if the 
individual is a Christian. Both conversion and sanctification 
rested in Finney's view upon the individual's understanding the 
truth of the gospel. Possession of that access to truth is 
visibly attested by one or both of these concrete experiences. 
This recognition gave the individual church member a powerful 
claim to the authority of the Spirit in his own right. 
The power of the individual was all the more effective in 
the case of wealthy merchants like the Tappan brothers in New York, 
upon whom so much of the financing of both the revival enterprises 
16 
and the "benevolent empire" of humanitarian societies depended. 
After Finney's temporary falling-out with the Tappans in 1835 over 
the matter of degree in abolitionism, and similarly on subsequent 
occasions, Weld and his Oberlin friends bent anxious efforts to 
the appeasement of the Tappans. Finney himself swallowed his 
pride sufficiently to come East in the hope of personally effecting 
a reconciliation, although he did not back down on his position . 
Nevertheless, among the varied operations of these seats 
of individual authority the evangelist stood as more than primus 
inter pares. Here was one more illustration of the ultraisms of 
the age . The attitude of the devout tended to exhibit an ultraism 
in personal loyalty to such a man of God in those circles where 
his charisma was recognized and an ultraism in personal animosity 
toward him among those who did not recognize it. Either attitude 
16. For an excellent description, see Cole, Social Ideas, 
pp . 103- 04 . 
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was intensified by the very fact that the ministry in general still 
carried a very hi gh prestige. 
The individualism of Finney's revivalistic conception of the 
process of salvation fosters a reluctance to come to grips ex-
plicitly with the whole idea of authority in the church. As a 
result, considerable confusion remains in Finney's idea of the 
church as to the nature and locus of the authority. Provision for 
continued responsibility is not adequately made. The impetus 
given to church life by revivals is therefore not able to be con-
served. Furthermore, the relation of authority to the constitu-
ting essence of the church remains inherently unstable at the 
recognized level of the evangelist's personal influence, and 
little recognized at other levels. 
Consequently, there is little consistent and explicit 
understanding of what the essence of the church is. 
c. Church authority and evangelistic charisma. The 
basis of all religious authority is understood to be the literal 
word of the Bible as the Word of God. Such a literalism imposes 
rigid limitations at certain points; but its failure to recognize 
the existence of a problem of interpretation opens a wide, unre-
cognized latitude within that area. This considerable area became 
the province of the evangelist. This was especially true in the 
case of Finney, who claimed that the evangelist was the primary 
channel of the persuasive activity of the Holy Spirit (which, in 
fact, had to include the whole interpretive function). The per-
sonal charismatic authority of the evangelist was crucial to the 
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success of the new measures, despite the usefulness of such tech-
nical adjuncts as the anxious bench and the protracted meeting. 
That authority thus became the primary visible locus of authority 
in the whole life of the church. No attempt was made to justify 
this authority by reference to tradition or anything other than 
the internal experience of those who accepted it. Personal 
charismatic authority requires no other justification than its 
immediate recognition in the leader by the followers, given certain 
common bases of agreement such as, in this case, the literal 
interpretation of the Bible. 
Such a type of authority resides in an important sense with 
the followers, for it disappears immediately if recognition is 
withdrawn for any reason. This kind of authority was well-suited 
to Finney's emphasis on the merely persuasive power of the Spirit, 
and upon the crucial role of the individual's voluntary deter-
mination of all of his loyalties and affiliations. Thus the 
individual believer is himself an important second locus of 
authority. He is not denied the appeal to reason, Scripture, 
conscience or even charismatic guidance of his own by reason of 
lack of ecclesiastical orders. 
The validity of the ministry of the evangelist himself de-
pends only on a call by the Spirit, and upon his results in 
reaping a harvest of revivals. He need not be ordained or have 
an official relation with a denomination. 
In one important sense, then, the church does consist 
essentially of a ministry--but it must be understood as the 
214 
individual ministry of every man who is called by the Spirit, which 
is to say every actual Christian. To this extent the church is 
not collective at all . Every Christian believer is a church in 
himself in his individual ministry to his fellow human beings in 
danger of perdition. It was largely the overpowering prestige 
of a Finney which held these individuals together in a koinonia 
of disinterested benevolence. There these intensely individual 
wills were surrendered in love and directed to a common cause in 
moral and humanitarian activity. To the extent that this happened, 
the church approximated Finney's ideal of the loving association 
in missionary service to the world, comprised of those reborn to 
and perfected in righteousness. 
That service itself required a h igh degree of organization. 
Organization , in turn , required rational and technical skills and 
financial resources--all of which actually carried a degree of 
authority along with their possession. Finney accepted and en-
couraged such organization, but had no theological rationale for 
relating this type of authority to religious authority. For its 
realization Finney's ideal church required suitable organizations 
outside the church into which benevolent energies could be chan-
neled, and through which fellowship could be maintained. During 
his prime, he commanded the resources of wealth and organizing 
skill necessary to maintain these organizations on a scale large 
enough to keep all of the members of the church active. This he 
did through the hold which his evangelistic prowess gave him over 
certain key lay personnel in society and in the churches. IVith 
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the evaporation of the revival climate Finney's ideal church was 
left high and dry--no longer able to command the reforming zeal and 
resources of leadership and wealth necessary to realize it. Its 
failure was due in part to its own intrinsic defectiveness in re-
lating both of them to the internal life and order of the church. 
Both the virtues and the defects of Finney's understanding of the 
essence of the church and the basis of its authority can be seen to 
reflect his understanding of the nature and operation of the 
power which converts and transforms the individual believer. 
B. The Process of Salvation and the Church 
Finney understood church tradition as reformable. He freely 
altered whatever seemed necessary in order to carry out the 
present mission of the church, including traditional doctrinal 
formulations. ?-1uch of this was neces sary and creative, and served 
to bring men of the time into relevant confrontation with the 
gospel. Finney's use of common figures of speech which communi-
cated real meaning to his hearers was one such device. The one 
question which must be raised is whether tradition for Finney was 
first understood and respected, then changed, or simply cast off. 
The weakening of his understanding of traditional orthodox stan-
dards led to changes which introduced the note of "culture-
Protes t antism. " Even Finney, despite his insistence that the 
world needs a radical overturning, rejoiced in the fact that the 
Lord seemed to be converting mostly the better class of people in 
. t 17 
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17 . See for example ~1cLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, pp. 79- 80. 
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While Finney affirmed some of the doctrines of the immediate 
past, he gave no indication of recognition of older tradition. By 
centering so much of the driving agency of the process of salva-
tion in the personal-charismatic leadership of the evangelist 
rather than more historically-oriented procedures, an already 
large degree of individualism was given further impetus, and tra-
dition retreated further to the background. One of the checks 
upon the radical individualism of Finney was his holding to the 
ideal of treating Scripture as the basic norm for all theology. 
This distinctly restrained the looseness of his interpretation. 
Finney's conception of the process of salvation did not 
amount to a radical change in the ideas which he inherited from 
the older revivalism. It was an attempt instead to save the 
formal essentials of the old ideas through desperate devices 
(new measures) which he felt were required by the desperate 
times. So it was also with his idea of the church. The newness 
of his idea of the church lay in the introduction of certain 
features comparable to his new methods of evangelism. The change 
did not alter the basic character of the church as a voluntary 
association. For Finney, the relations among believers are pri-
marily face-to-face relationships of free individuals who have 
already taken, in conversion, the crucial step toward a completely 
transformed life of disinterested benevolence. The business of 
the church was to foster that "entire sanctification" of its 
members. 
2T7: 
1. The Emphasis Upon a Crisis Experience in Conversion 
To point to the cultural climate of optimistic individualism 
as a salient factor is not to claim that it fully explains the 
diminution of attention to the church. The question of social 
causation is a diffic~lt one; but we may with equal reason assume 
that the theological presuppositions of the revivalism of the period 
contributed their share toward the rising phenomenon of cultural 
individualism. 
a. Emphasis upon discontinuity. One such theological 
factor was the emphasis upon an experience of crisis and disconti-
nuity in conversion to the almost total exclusion of any awareness 
of continuity, whether of sin or of grace. The Finney revival 
message and paraphernalia united to make the sinner intensely 
aware that he stood alone before the awful judgment of God. Under 
original sin he was justly condemned and isolated from any legiti-
mate claim to moral approbation or support by man or God. The 
conversion process required him to be totally absorbed in his own 
subjective experience. First came awareness of mortal dread, in 
his "serious thoughts." Then the overwhelming feeling of grati-
tude for the undeserved mercy of God swept through him in his 
conversion. The utter subjective intensity of such an experience 
separated him from the whole external world of fellow men, family, 
nature, possessions, all. 
The same phenomenon can be found as a persistent quality in 
existentialism, whether that of a Kierkegaard, a Sartre or a 
Heidegger. Despite the intensity of the Kierkegaardian emphasis 
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upon love and concern for the neighbor the sense of isolation from 
humanity persists. It is an open question whether there can be 
such a thing as a truly social existentialism. 18 A very similar 
emphasis upon the intense moment of subjective crisis as the self 
faces its ultimate destiny is central to Finney's revivalism. 
b . Voluntarism in conversion and in the church. The 
concentration of the whole process of salvation into a crisis-
moment in the conversion exp erience (plus a second one in sancti-
fication , in Finney's view) was continued and extended from the 
older revivalism. It had its roots in the Puritan heritage. But 
there the church had played a strong role; a nd Puritanism can be 
called individualistic only with very stringent qualifications. 
The new revivalism differed from both Puritanism and the old re-
vivalism in its overt stressing of the free act of the human will 
a s t he crux of convers ion. The intens ity of the conversion ex-
perience crea ted a s trong bond of community with others who had 
also undergone the exp erience. But under Finney ' s theory of 
conversion this wa s a fraternity which the individual could con-
sider h e had joined through his own free and unfettered act. The 
very existence of that fellowship was most logically to be re-
garded as owing to the voluntary acts of each of the associated 
individuals belonging to it . 
c. The centrality of the revival. Finney's single-
18 . See Waldo Beach and H. Richard Neibuhr, Christian Ethics, 
Chapter XIV, especi a lly pp. 421-23. 
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minded concentration upon the all-absorbing theme of revivals was 
t . 19 no or1.ous. It left little room in Finney's scale of what was 
important for attention to the rel a tion of the Christian to his 
fellow believers within the church. This tendency was mitigated 
somewhat as Finney's views developed during his Oberlin years. 
The change was reflected in his increasing interest in sanctifica-
tion, which ordinarily takes place within the church, as well as in 
conversion, which more frequently takes place outside the church 
as an ordered fellowship. In spite of his increased concern for 
the church and its regular ministry, however, he never saw fit to 
think deeply or write extensively about it. His idea of the 
church suffered serious inconsistencies as the result of his lack 
of explicit attention to the subject. 
d. Crisis and voluntarism. Finney concentrated the 
whole of the process of salvation into two brief crisis-experiences. 
These might coincide in time or might follow one another. Con-
version is just a beginning and "entire sanctification" is neces,-
sary to complete conversion. In both cases, the experience is 
one of voluntary surrender of the inevitable selfish pride of the 
"old heart." This comes about under the Spirit's persuasive ad-
vocacy of the truth of original sin, just condemnation to a literal 
hell, and unmerited forgiveness through Christ's atonement on the 
cross. The change is absolute, from total sin to total perfection. 
Consequently, the church is ideally composed of the local company 
19. See Theodore Weld to Lewis Tappan, Nov. 17, 1835, in Barnes 
and Dumond, Weld Letters, I, 243. 
of the perfectly benevolent. These individuals have voluntarily 
associated themselves through their individual voluntary decisions 
in conversion and sanctification. As an association of the per-
fected, the ideal church is not intrinsically beset by the con-
tinuance of sin among its true membership. Conversion is not 
really a process but a sudden change. It has already been actu-
. alized upon entrance into the final category of church member. 
Thus, little attention is given to the inner fellowship of the 
church, other than some attempt to organize its benevolent energy 
more effectively. 
e. Voluntarism in the method of entry. Finney's view 
of the process of salvation dictates a voluntaristic method of the 
believer's entry into a church. The church is to rely upon an ex-
clusively revivalistic means of recruitment for its membership. 
The unrevived individual at a revival is to be made intensely aware 
that he does not "belong." Any sympathy with the cause of Christ 
puts him under tremendous pressure to go all the way, especially 
whenthe evangelist emphasizes that nothing stands in his way but 
his own free will. 
f. The voluntary fellowship of the righteous. Under 
such a voluntaristic mode of entrance into the church, its member-
ship cannot be defined as the elect of God. For Finney, as for 
Wesley, all who have access to the Word of God are elect, but some 
persist in voluntary refusal to accept their election. The ideal 
church includes, for Finney, only those who are righteous in Christ. 
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Even the converted tend to become only provisional members--
reminiscent of the "half-way covenant" despite the fact that they 
have had a conversion experience--because they may backslide and 
require reviving again. The totally sanctified are the permanent 
members, secure against such a reversion. 
The "invisible church" thus in fact tends to disappear from 
the idea of the church. It cannot be identified with the elect, 
since the category is now too broad. On the other hand, the 
standard for a visible circle at the center of the actual present 
church membership tends to be identified with the perfection of 
the "invisible church." At the same time defections within the 
ranks, particularly when they become a sizeable trend, become an 
embarrassment to that identification of the visible company with the 
invisible ideal. This can only be explained away by reference to 
mistaken human judgment about the status of such persons. Such 
an explanation, of course, casts implicit doubt upon the same 
judgment in the case of those others who are presently still re-
garded as sanctified. Yet Finney's view, unlike Wesley's notion 
of sanctification, insists that the sanctified must somehow be 
identifiable. As he progressively came to realize, his idea of 
the church requires such a perfectionistic standard, supported 
by the threat of eventual expulsion. Thus there really is no way 
in which the implicit contradictions within this idea of the church 
can be reconciled, on Finney's grounds. More than he knew, it 
implied the doctrine of divine election which he had rejected. 
2. The Church's Need for Revival 
a. The saved and the unsaved in the church. In one 
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traditional conception of the church the members walk the pre-
carious tightrope of Pauline faith. Throughout life they remain 
in need of continual relation to the saving Word which is ever 
manifested anew. They are in an important sense always in pro-
cess so far as their complete salvation is concerned. At the same 
time they are under a powerful assurance, in faith, of salvation's 
present reality. 
In Finney's view something of the same theme persisted. In 
the membership proper to the church there are both the saved and 
the not-yet saved. For Finney, however, both conversion and sanc-
tification were matters of an absolute either/or. The saved and 
the unsaved in the church are thus to be thought of as two dif-
ferent groups of individuals rather than two faces of every church 
member. Every proper member is a "new man" in Christ, having a 
new heart which has turned him away from the "old man's" love of 
self and of the world. Not every proper member is a perfect man, 
and without his being so the process of his salvation is incom-
plete. In actuality, however, the churches are also filled with 
many of the "cold, stupid or dead" who do not belong there at all 
20 
as yet. 
The congregation in its present actuality therefore includes 
de facto three separate states of men, two of which are also in-
cluded de jure. For the sanctified, the church is no longer an 
instrument of their own salvation. It is a channel of the ex-
pression of their perfect benevolent love. Their role is to 
20. Quoted in Cole, Social Ideas, p. 82. 
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assist the rest. This group was heavily represented in Finney's 
"holy band" of assistants at revivals. The merely converted are 
still in need of further reviving until the moment of their "entire 
sanctification." Yet they can also be of assistance to those who 
have not yet passed through the beginning in an experience of con-
version. 
Some of the church members or attenders who are still sin-
ners in need of conversion may already be "anxious." Others in 
this category think themselves to be Christians already and are 
not yet under conviction of sin or even stricken with occasional 
"serious thoughts" of hell-fire. In either case they belong in 
the church so far as concerns their bodily location, but they 
should not yet be regarded as belonging to it. Most of these 
persons were expected to be reached in revivals conducted "outside" 
the church. Few men actually touched by these revivals were 
really totally unconverted, however. Most converts were already 
aware of the church and in touch with its life to some degree. 21 
b. The revival ~ the sole means for perfecting the 
church. The portion of the church belonging to both the second 
and third categories had to be accepted by Finney as an existing 
fact. The actual church badly needed reviving. He was supremely 
confident that it was reformable. He was convinced that it must 
be reformed if it is to be an effective instrument in the refor-
mation of society at large. Revivals were imported into church 
services as a means of perfecting the church. The changing of 
21. See ibid., p. 90; Barnes, Antislavery Impulse, p. 25. 
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hearts in revivals, however, is not to be thought of as just a 
means to the reform of either church or society. It is the pri-
mary business to which both of these latter ends are secondary. 
The reform of church and society was assumed to follow 
spontaneously from the total internal transformation of the inner 
man. Curiously, Finney somehow sensed the need for additional 
organized and disciplined effort to implement his concern for 
social reform. In this he stood out among his fellow evangelists. 
He seems never to have assumed that the reformation of the church 
needed such a consciously organized effort other than the highly-
organized revivals themselves. He thought of even those efforts 
as directed at those outside the church proper more than at those 
genuinely within its internal life. The form of the revival was 
not even altered when it was employed inside the church to pro-
duce sanctification. If it works so well on the sinner, how much 
more effective it will be when applied to the already converted! 
Finney did not act consistently on the assumption that the church 
itself needed to be radically reformed, after all. This fact is 
illuminated by his basic assumptions about the invisible or ideal 
nature of the church, to which we shall turn presently. The 
categories which framed his thought gave rise to some real con-
fusion between the normative and the actual nature of the church. 
c. Perfectionism and church-reformation. In actuality, 
the broader church itself needs to be reformed. Some attention must 
be given to the presence of sin within its confines. Yet even here 
the locus of sin is in a paradoxical way still outside the church 
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as an ordered fellowship. A large step has already been taken 
toward sanctification in the conversion experience which admits 
one to membership . In the case of the converted-but-unsanctified 
and of the unconverted persons who are legal members by mistake , 
supreme confidence was placed in the new methods of evangelism. 
Hence , no really serious attention to the problem of internal re-
form seemed necessary to Finney. The energetic forwarding of 
revivals was primarily directed at those outside the church. 
Their secondary relevance to those within the church would suffice 
to achieve the necessary reformation there, and no further atten-
tion to the problem was needful. 
d. The sanctification of the church and the church 
-- --- --- ---
of the sanctified. The frequency of "backsliding" and re-eonver-
sion was embarrassing to revivalism's concept ion of the process 
of salvation. This problem gave impetus to Finney's increasing 
preoccupation with sanctification. Finney longed for "something 
higher and more enduring than the Christian was aware of, • •• 
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altogether a higher form of Christian life." At last he found 
it: entire sanctification. The ideal church is to be the volun-
tary ass ociation of those who have not been merely converted but 
completely sanctified in the righteous life of disinterested bene-
vole nce. Ideally the church must be the limi ted rea lization in 
the present time of the Kingdom of God on earth, although Finney 
did not use these words for it. It is to be marked especially by 
22 . Memoirs, p. 130 . 
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the steadfast love which visibly differentiates the true brethren 
from all children of this world. 
Finney's ideal church is a fellowship of perfected love. 
His doctrine of "entire sanctification" states his conviction that 
such disinterested love represents an absolute reversal of heart 
from evil to good. Without this "new heart," men are utterly in-
capable of "living to please God" instead of " loving to please 
themselves. 1123 This is conversion. But the man is finally either 
good or bad according to whether or not he has stabilized this 
"new heart." 
Sanctification, like conversion, is effected by the appre-
hension of the truth. The church is not the community of faith, 
but of belief. This presents the primary problem in the salvation 
of children below the age of such understanding--who otherwise are 
"more easily converted than grown people." "Faith" for them was 
defined by Finney as "believing what the Bible says, and acting 
as if it were true. 1124 The church as purified is a fellowship 
whose action is visibly transformed by its belief in love. Finney 
enforced the standard of righteous and loving action by the exer-
cise of direct sanctions, especially of the ban. 
In all of the foregoing respects Finney's idea of the church 
invisible is that it is composed of the already sanctified, and 
perhaps, in some sense, those who will eventually attain that state. 
23. Finney's remarks to Oberlin Maternal Association, MS minutes, 
Oct. 2, 1844, Finney Papers. 
24. Ibid. 
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3. The Resulting Duality in Finney's Idea of the Church 
Conversion as an important part o f the process of salvation 
now stood outside of, or in tenu~us connection with, the church. 
The church was conceived idea lly as the voluntary a.ssociation of 
the already-converted. When combined with the conviction that 
many actually in the church needed conversion, this conception led 
to a duality in Finney's idea of the church. A sharp distinction 
had to be made, tacitly if not explicitly, between the present 
actuality of the church and its ideal nature. 
Finney's revivalism was innovating rather than revolutionary. 
It was natural enough, therefore, that this duality should be un-
derstood through categories which correspond roughly to the tra-
ditional distinction between the "visible'' and the "invisible" 
church. Finney, however, was not able to make any distinction 
among men on the basis of their election. This way of analyzing 
the problem is furthermore beset in the long run by another 
difficulty. The "invisible" norms which are sometimes used to 
describe the church's true nature are not easily related to any 
concrete present reality in the "visible" church beca use of the 
language used to distinguish the two. The former are likely to 
suffer from a certain ethereal quality making their r e levance at 
times difficult to discern, while the latter suffers from a lack 
of consistent valuation and attention. 
These two faces of Finney's idea of the church were never 
really adequately reconciled in his conception of the process of 
salvation . 
c. The Church and Social Strategy 
1. "Koinonia" in the "Activity Church" 
We turn now to a consideration of the importance for social 
reform of the sense of fellowship which characterized the converts 
of Finney's revivals, a warm sense of community which we shall 
refer to as "koinonia," and its nature as conceived in Finney's 
idea of the church. At least one designation of this idea is 
that of "activity church," a phrase which serves to underline the 
reform consciousness of the Finneyite church, in. contrast to a 
church fellowship which understands itself primarily as, for 
example, a worshipping or liturgical community. 
a. ! fellowship of loving action. Finney's great 
primary interest was the changing of individual hearts. · As with 
Jonathan Edwards, with him the genuineness of the transformation 
was to be put to the test of loving action. Finney was thus 
willing to affirm the aim of transforming the world through or-
ganized efforts at moral reform, provided it was kept clear that 
individual conversions were basic to such a hope. 
The converted were thus expected to turn their new benevolent 
zeal to sustained and energetic work in the moral reform of society 
through such organizations as the American Anti-Slavery Society, 
the Society for Promoting Observance of the Seventh Commandment, 
and literally hundreds of others. Within these organizations the 
koinonia of love was a highly emphasized feature. Their whole 
existence depended upon such a lovingly-transformed constituency. 
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In two important features, however, these associational fellowships 
deviated from the normal church pattern. 
b. The location of the fellowship outside as well ~ 
inside the church. In the first place, these groups were not con-
fined to the church. They existed both within and without its 
defined limits. Those within the church were the very heart of 
the church itself. They were the primary vehicle of that part of 
the process of salvation about which the internal life of the 
church was oriented: sanctification. Here was the primary theo-
logical basis of the "activity church" concept. Sanctification 
was the basis for its Sunday schools, infant schools, prayer 
meetings, maternal associations, and women's missionary societies 
meeting on a regular schedule in a dedicated round of activities. 
Although some of these were new, they were thought of as natural 
to the church. 
Such activities were indispensable to the expression of 
Christian benevolence on the part of the sanctified quite as much 
as to the sanctification of the converted. Revivals might equally 
well be conducted outside the church as much as within it. The 
traditional Sunday morning service now centered around revival 
preaching. Only the tradition of the centrality of the latter, 
therefore, kept it from becoming less central to church life than 
the fellowships within those activity groups. 
The parallel organizations outside the church were theoreti-
cally distinguished from it. Some of them were explicitly reli-
gious in purpose, while others were humanitarian in explicit basis. 
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Examples of the former are the tractarian and missionary societies. 
The latter included such efforts as the temperance movement and the 
antislavery societies. Organizations of that type were given their 
main impetus by Christian leaders and members, but welcomed whoever 
would join in working for the cause to which they were dedicated. 
These organizations outside the church were in reality a part of 
the activity church, although not thought of as such. 
2. The Church and Finney's Strategy for Social Reform 
Finney's pattern for social reform is one which expects to 
produce in American society a "radical overturning in • the 
world1125 in very visible matters of morality and policy and not 
in the heart alone. It expects to progress almost inevitably to 
a blissful state of perfection. The millenarian overtones are 
never lacking in Finney's thought. Secondly, it is a strategy 
which presupposes that there can be no radical overturning in the 
world without a radical overturning in the heart of the individual. 
The conversion of the sinner and the sanctification of the Christian 
are prior to social transformation in the order of time as well as 
in the order of theological reasoning. Yet the latter follows 
directly and inevitably from the former because of all that is 
expressed in Finney's idea of entire sanctification~ It is thus 
a strategy which at one and the same time brooks no content with 
amelioration and seeks no change in social structure. The whole 
effect is set within a passion for organization, yet all is aimed 
25. Finney to Cowles, Dec. 23, 1841. Finney Papers. 
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from beginning to end at producing a change in the individual. 
If society is to be overturned for Christ, the individual 
must be overturned for Christ ; yet the two overturnings are rela-
ted primarily by parallelism. Society is to be reformed not 
through the church, but through the collection of individuals 
who are being reformed- -whose reformations accrue to the church 
as they do to society. The church is definitely regarded as 
subordinate and instrumental-- but to revivals, not directly to 
social reform. In either case its instrumentality is not clearly 
regarded as important, but is frequently called upon nonetheless. 
The church is not the primary agent of either reform or revivals. 
It is chiefly koinonia, the community or fellowship of those who 
are saved. 
a. Revivals and voluntary reform societies. To 
Finney's mind the whole success of the strategy of reform depended 
upon progress in revivals. This was partly because he was convinced 
that no man can possibly be benevolent unless he is at first con-
verted, and preferably sanctified as well. The revival itself, 
we have seen, was a necessary step in the series of particular 
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actions which made up the total strategy. 
b. Finney's unconsciousness of the relationship of 
church and social strategy. There is truth behind the conviction 
held by Finney that American democratic ideas and the genius of 
26 . See Cole, Social Ideas, p. 154; cf . Barnes, Antislavery 
Impulse, p. 67 . 
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American social and governmental institutions owed their existence 
to Protestant Christianity. There is far more truth on the other 
side of the question (that Protestant Christianity owed much to 
American democratic ideas and institutions) than he realized . The 
naivet~ of his assumption lay particularly in the uncomplicated 
manner in which he often supposed American institutions to have 
sprung full-blown from the Bible . The problem of the relation 
of his particular social strategy to his idea of the church poses 
a parallel problem. It is perhaps an easier problem, however , 
for we s hall not be tempted to claim that the whole strategy was 
drawn strai ght out of the idea of the church. 
Finney took the church so much for granted that he did not 
do much thinking about its nature. He relied upon it more than 
he lcnew, worked in and for it, and often enough expressed his 
alarms about the future of Christianity in America in terms of 
the future existence of the church . He d i d not see anything wrong 
with the understanding of the church ' s n a ture as it was commonly 
assumed , on the whole . What occupied his attention was new theo-
logical ideas about the process of salvation. The new ideas 
seemed to him compatible enough with the ecclesiological framework 
of the past. The incompatibility of the new ideas with some of 
the old was recog nized . The place of those same old doctrines as 
main girders in the ecclesiological structure was not recognized. 
The inconsistencies inherent in Finney's idea of the church 
were another factor tending to prevent him from conceiving of an 
open and conscious relationship between his ideas of the church 
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and his social strategy. Relationships among ideas, however, are 
not always a matter of conscious intent upon the part of the 
holder or of historical causation of one idea by another. There 
remain some connections which we can discern linking Finney's 
thought about the nature and function of the church with his social 
strategy. Indeed we have found it impossible to describe his 
idea of the church without including significant parts of his social 
strategy in our discussion, because the theoretically separated 
functions of the two are actually so interdependent. 
c. The identity of the substance of church and 
reform movement. For Finney the church centers in a holy koinonia 
of men sanctified in a loving ministry to the soul of the insider, 
and even more to the outsider. The ministry of the koinonia takes 
highly organized forms within the institution of the church and 
outside it. Both inside the church and outside, the organizations 
are thoughtful and deliberate mechanisms. In both cases they are 
voluntary associations of individuals like the koinonia i~self. 
Each association of individuals in being organized is thereby 
drawn together into a tightly-knit fraternity. These individuals 
are deeply bound to gether by a tremendous reli gious zeal and by 
common moral evaluations and objectives of collective action. 
Without such organizations, however, revivalism had no means of 
perpetuating this bond. Herein lies the unity of both the activity 
church and the reform-society. 
The distinction between the two is actually no more than one 
of role. The same koinonia is in Finney's continually disclosed 
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assumption the living substance of both the church and the reform 
movement. The cooperating non-Christian was nominally welcome to 
join the reform society and he was not welcome to join the church 
without a conversion. Little can actually be made of this dif-
ference, however. \Vhen it came to recruiting individuals into 
the reform movement, Finney thought of it entirely in terms of 
the avenues of conversion. It was not really possible for him 
to think that there could be cold sinners or dead Christians who 
would come forth to dedicate themselves to moral reform without 
being revived first. If such persons came to society meetings, 
they came also to revival meetings in church buildings, and the 
act of coming into one of these societies would surely be little 
different in its impact upon them from coming into a revival. 
d. Localism in the church and national reform 
-- --
societies. One striking point of disjunction in the practical 
identity of the church and the reform society is Finney's radical 
localism in church polity as contrasted with the ready acceptance 
of trans-local organization and control in reform organizations. 
Religion itself was an individualizing factor in Finney's makeup. 
Yet on a second look the dissimilarity is perhaps not so strange. 
The revivals in which the church centered were not localized 
phenomena, despite their considerable variation from one locale 
to another. Their unity and growt~ to national scope was further-
more constantly assumed by those who conducted them. 
Finney's extreme localism in thinking about what he spoke of 
as the church may have been largely a matter determined by the · 
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peculiarities of his theological situation. He was not received 
at the trans-local levels of the existing denominations as he was 
at the upper levels of the reform societies which had been spurred 
to such a great extent by his own ideas. His theology was not 
ecumenical, but his following was certainly interdenominational. 
He had no interest in forming a new denomination; there were other 
far more pressing matters to which to attend. These enterprises 
were not at all hampered, to his mind, by lack of an official 
ecclesiastical setting. 
He could therefore be expected to settle for the reduction 
of the church in his theory to the aggregation of the numerous 
free local churches throughout the country. These were bound 
together by the only bond they needed, in his opinion--the Spirit 
of God at work in the great revivals. Individually, each local 
revival center was a holy koinonia; collectively they amounted to 
a great mass koinonia. Once again, the pattern is revivalism's 
p eculiar "mass individualism." Had his reform strategy been 
pursued through the internal channels of the local church in-
stead of distinguished from them, Finney mi ght well h ave been one 
of the most willing advocates of the existence and importance of 
higher levels of church organization and authority. As it was, 
if salvation itself is but loosely channeled t h rough internal 
church life and order, why should reform be channeled there? 
e. Voluntarism and institutional pluralism in the 
rel a tion of church to society. The pattern of Finney's thought 
runs toward that of a Christian sect in practical control of the 
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society from which it is institutionally separate. The members 
of the brotherhood number a decisive majority in the nation, it 
is assumed--or will, as soon as the dead Christians in the church 
are revived. Majorities don't make right, but in America the 
righteous will make a majority. They will be able to control the 
state and moral climate of opinion in the social body through 
their standing as prominent citizens and their votes in the demo-
cratic process. The principle of institutional pluralism and 
voluntarism in the social process is assumed by Finney. Its 
acceptance provides the form for the visible bodies--churchly and 
secular--servicing the process of salvation. This assumption is 
consistent with Finney's conception of the manner in which salva-
tion comes to the individual. It is broken up into compartments. 
Conversion is primarily in society outside the church. It is 
serviced by the church, and sometimes takes place within it. 
Sanctification is located primarily within the church. It could 
hardly take place, however, if it were not also located in the 
reform activity which takes place separately from the church. 
The whole process of salvation might have been understood 
as taking place both within and outside of the church and still 
have been seen as rooted within the church as its primary locus. 
Instead, the characteristic primary locus of the process, in 
Finney's view, jumps from outside the church to inside it as one 
passes over the divide between conversion and sanctification. One 
cannot discern any inherent reason for this on Finney's theologi-
cal grounds, unless it be his tendency to relegate conversion 
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itself to the status of "preparation for salvation." The two 
parts of the process ar'e not regarded as different in kind. The 
result is a confusion as to what the church's own particular role 
in the process of salvation ought to be. 
The strategy for social reform is kept from a similar kind 
of confusion only by Finney's consistently separating it from the 
church institutionally, and by giving it no explicit theological 
basis despite the necessity for a tacit one. The identity of the 
personnel enables the social strategy to draw whatever resources 
it needs from the church without any rationale for the manner of 
doing so being supplied from the idea of the church. All that is 
needed from the church's side is the affirmation that the basis 
of entry into the church be inseparably ti'ed to the impulse to 
serve, as it was for Finney. 
The voluntary character of the primary instrument of social 
strategy reflects the voluntary character of the church itself. 
Both associations are rooted in free, voluntary choice by the 
individual of the salvation which is provided for him by God and 
is persuasively advocated by the Holy Spirit through the evange-
list. It is assumed that the power of self-determination is 
possessed by society. In Finney's case, this assumption follows 
from his conception of society as an aggregation of free individu-
als plus his conception of the sovereign law of God. 'fo this law 
each individual must decide to conform if society is to be con-
formed to God's law and be governed by it. The government of 
society by the law of God can be achieved in large part by 
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securing its adoption as a personal law by the majority of indi-
viduals in a democracy. It can only be achieved fully by its 
adoption by every individual, because of the problem of enforcing 
laws that have been instated. 
b. Perfection of the church and transformation of the 
world ~ the revival of individuals. That the perfection of the 
church and the transformation of society can be achieved, Finney 
is certain. The way is the same way which becomes the visible 
pattern of perfection ruling the church, the securing of indi-
vidual decisions to acc •ept the truth and obey the laws. This 
will be accomplished by using the new measures in revivals. That, 
in turn, will lead to there being more Christians to employ the 
new measures to bring i !n more Christians. The whole process soon 
will have swept the nation and turned it into a holy koinonia 
which is here the church and there society, acting in both 
capacities under the law of God. One individual's conversion 
may set off a great revival and fill the church with a restored 
membership. Even in th'e same way, one region 1 s conversion will 
set off a chain reaction ending in a restored nation and a re-
stored world. 
One evangelist wr()te to Finney: 
I want to see our State evangelized. Suppose the great 
State of New York in its physical, political, moral, 
commercial and pe,cuniary resources should come over to 
the Lord's side. Why it would turn the scale and could 
convert the world. • • • I shall have no rest till it 
is done.27 
27. ~1. Hunter to Finney, June 7, 1828. Finney Papers. 
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D. Conclusion 
It is hoped that this exposition has helped to point out 
both the very tenuous relationship between Finney's theology and 
his thought on social reform and also the difficulties which 
crippled the social efi'ectiveness of Finney's influence. Finney 
did not nearly completE! a fully-rounded systematic theology. The 
utter neglect of the doctrine of the church and its implications 
is an example of this fact. But at that he came nearer to 
achieving comprehensivEmess in his theology than he did in his 
social thought. Many important issues of the day (e.g. labor 
unions and capitalism, industrialization) were completely over-
looked or were given very brief attention (e.g. war). 
The conclusion iE; evident that Finney was almost exclusively 
concerned about only one phase of the theological spectrum--
!!Onversion and sanctifi cation. The rest of his systematic 
theology rests like an inverted pyramid upon this point. As for 
his social position, it apparently consisted of rather random 
reactions to the influential controversies of the time. He was 
willing to let social movements rest in control of voluntary 
associations. Others might theorize about how the body of new 
believers were to understand and conduct themselves in the arenas 
of social issues. Finney's foremost concern was further upstream 
where sinners stood completely outside the gates of fellowship 
and must somehow be beckoned in. He so strongly believed in the 
centrality and omni-importance of the regeneration experience 
that he was led to very naive and simplicistic positions on 
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complicated social issues . The immediate experience of conversion 
was somehow supposed to serve as the panacea for all of the ills 
of the individual and society. Once conversion was accomplished, 
Finney paid little attention to the ramifications of the 
"fellowship of believers," the church, and to the interactions of 
this fellowship and society . Conversion, defined as a change from 
selfishness to benevo l ence , wou l d by definition theoretically 
solve all other problems. Finney was content to let it go at 
that. 
CHAPTER VIII 
AN EVALUATION OF THE RELATION OF FINNEY'S THEOLOGY 
TO HJ[S THOUGHT ON SOCIAL REFORM 
This chapter is an attempt to determine to what extent 
Finney carried over his theological presuppositions into his 
thought on social reform. The primary principle of evaluation 
will therefore be that of correlation. 
The theological roots of the social reform element in 
Finney's preaching lay in his fundamental belief that God was 
benevolent and man was reasonable. His faith in progress and 
ultimate perfecti bili t:r stemmed from the prevailing concept of 
a divinely ordered universe with which man was capable of putting 
himself in harmony by means of the intelligent use of his facul-
ties. Other theological doctrines expounded by Finney which had 
obvious social overtones were the doctrine of disinterested 
benevolence, the concep t of perfectionism, and the doctrine of 
millennialism. Especially basic was the doctrine of disinterested 
benevolence which was the hallmark of the Christian, a turning 
from the sin of self-c ,enteredness to the acknowledgement that 
the law of God command·ed man to act for the sake of the glory 
of God and the greatest good of mankind. Desiring the good of 
others resulted in a cyclic way in happiness for one's self 
also. And, inasmuch as God's happiness was understood to consist 
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in his benevolence, the righteous actions of men, by advancing the 
happiness of the universe in general , advanced the will of God. On 
this basis it was natural for Finney to say of young converts, 
"They should set out with a determi nation to aim at being useful 
in the h ighest degree• ' and "if they can see an opportunity where 
they can do more good, they must embrace it whatever may be the 
sacrifice to themselves. 111 In the light of these statements it 
is not surprising that many of Finney's converts engaged in the 
manifold reform movements of the dny with the dedicated, and often 
self-righteous, zeal of persons assured that t hey were serving the 
Lord. 
The doctrine of perfectionism (or sanctification or holiness 
or entire sanctification, as it was variously called by Finney) re-
enforced the doctrine of benevolence, for only a perfectly holy 
person could hope to know exactly what God's will was and could 
live up to its demands . Sanctification was the perpetuation of 
benevolence in the convert. On the strength of his maxim that 
obligation and ability are commensurate Finney inevitably had to 
maintain that it was possible for men to obey the command, 11 Be ye 
therefore perfect even as your Father which is in heaven is per-
fect." To Finney the doctrine of perfectionism meant that the 
sanctified Christian could learn to restrain his evil impulses and 
to perform his obligations in 11perfect obedience to t he law of 
God." 
The doctrine of millenni a lism constituted the social 
1 . Sermons on Various Subjects, p. 43 . 
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equivalent of individual benevolence and perfection. Finney be-
lieved that through the spread of Christianity the world itself 
was gradually working toward a state of perfection. Eventually 
there would be a period of one thousand years of universal peace 
and plenty which would lay the basis for the return of Christ and 
the ultimate establishment of God's kingdom on earth. Because of 
the widespread interest in revivalism in the nineteenth century 
and because of the great strides which the United States was 
making toward freedom, prosperity, piety and morality, and the 
pursuit of happiness for all its citizens, •any evangelical minis-
ters of the day agreed with Finney that the millennium spoken of 
in the Bible was to begin in America and that it would probably 
begin within a very short time. 
Finney's doctrines of benevolence, perfectionism, and 
millennialism added up to his conclusion that because true Christians 
"supremely value the hi ghest good of Being, they will and must take 
a deep interest in whatever is promotive of that end. Hence their 
spirit is that of the reformer. To the universal reformation of 
the world they stand committed. 112 Thus the basic sin, self-
centeredness, is overturned. The convert looks benevolently 
outward toward the world. 
In the face of Finney's apparently overwhelming commitment 
to universal reformation, individual and collective, it seems 
strange that he should h a ve been so cautious and conservative in 
politics, economics, a n d the burning social issue of the day, 
abolition. But for all his faith in man and in divinely-approved 
benevolent utilitarianism, when it came down to the practical 
2. Lectures on Theolo~~' p. 450. 
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problem of how much of his time a Christian should allot to working 
for immediate political or social reforms and how much to ultimate 
spiritual ends, Finney insisted on putting first things first. 
Saving souls was more important than winning votes. Promoting 
revivals was more important than promoting new legislation. Man's 
fate in the next world was more important than his fate in this. 
According to the essenc:e of Finney's social pronouncements, the 
practical reformation c•f this world in terms of social action, 
however desirable in theory, usually tended in fact to produce 
constant quarreling and disorder instead of universal harmony. 
Even worse, since no two reformers ever agreed, these activities 
often turned Christian against Christian and thus disturbed that 
great evangelical assimilation which was of primary importance 
for the promotion of rE~vivals. Faced with the fact that man-made 
plans for dealing with the complex temporal problems of the day 
were imperfect and divi sive, Finney drew back from the concrete 
application of his principles to social reform. Instead he took 
the stand that it was impossible to make a better world until the 
individuals in it were reformed. Hence, soul-winning, not social 
reform, was the one great end to which Christians should devote 
th 0 0 3 e1r energ1es. 
Because Finney thought of sin primarily in terms of 
individual morality he was convinced that economic and political 
injustices as well as those discriminatory social institutions, 
conventions, and prejudices which lie at the heart of a culture 
3. Sermons on Gospel .Themes, p. 344. 
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could be easily altered by means of revivalism. The best 
I 
illustration of this 
question of slavery. 
was Finney's ambivalent attitude on the 
It was significanJ of his lack of social 
consciousness that he did not begin to consider the relationship 
between Christianity and slavery until twelve years after his 
conversion. Even then he appears not to have come to adopt 
antislavery views on his own initiative. His interest was drawn 
to the movement not throu~h his doctrine of disinterested 
benevolence nor by his personal theological reflection, but by 
the arguments and activities of his associates Theodore Dwight 
Weld, Joshua Leavitt, and the Tappans. These men in turn were 
inspired not by any soeial message explicit ·or implicit in Finney's 
theology but more by the example of the British anti-slavery move-
ment and the publications of William Lloyd Garrison. 4 After 1833 
Finney came to the conc:lusion that· slavery was sin because it was 
selfish. It was robbing another human being "of himself--his body--
1 
his soul--his time and his earnings to promote the interest of his 
5 
master." But as important and nationally fateful as the abolition 
cause was, Finney considered it one of the greatest hazards to 
religion's chief concern, the promotion of revivals. He feared 
lest "the attention of the church should be so absorbed by this 
I 
as to neglect the main question of saving souls. 116 Accordingly, 
I 
after the year 1835 Finney seems to have become less active in 
4. See Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 144. 
5. Lectures ~Revivals, pp. 265-66. 
6. Ibid., pp. 275-76. 
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antislavery activities and even refused to pray and preach on 
the subject. (The author has not found a single sermon devoted 
to an attack upon slavery.) Finney even openly undermined the 
cause of abolition at Oberlin because it was causing the students 
to neglect interest in revivals . It was Finney's single- minded 
devotion to soul-winning which caused the college to produce 
"so few abolitionist lecturers after 1837."7 
Thus an exploration of Finney's antislavery views reveals 
some theological undergirding of Finney's social position--his 
doctrine of benevolence, the application of his doctrine of sin 
as selfishness to slavery as the selfish use of another person, 
and others. But we have seen even more clearly Finney's 
reluctance to become embroiled in social controversies or to 
come to grips theologically with them, and his general over-
simplified solution to this and all social problems, revivalism. 
The one exception to this general conclusion and the single 
positive theological contribution which Finney made to the slavery 
controversy was his development of the "higher law" doctrine, 
that human government must be based on moral government and civil 
laws must follow moral laws (thereby extending a theological basis 
for civil disobedience which many Northerners actually exhibited 
regarding the Fugitive Slave Law) . This doctrine grows consistent-
ly out of his whole system and stands as a lone testimony to the 
theological capacity Finney could have employed to undergird the 
abolition movement. But it was about this time (1836) that Finney 
7. Fletcher, Oberlin, I, 252 . 
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began to see his role as that of the preserver of wha t he considered 
to be the church's uniquely effective instrument for social reform, 
revivals. His posture becomes increasingly thereafter that of a 
rather close-minded insistence upon revivals alone as the mode of 
all reform, and he never again so specifically applied his theo -
logical powers to any social problem. llis almost total lack of 
theological comment upon the very important subject of the 
Civil War is indicative of Finney ' s habit of following public 
opinion on complicated social issues while continuing to make 
revivals his one recurrent theme. 
Although Finney referred to the doctrine of benevolence as 
the ground for a Christian's temperance, he really did little 
more for the temperance cause than to follow what was a national 
trend among Christians toward total abstinence. However, one of 
the practical res ults of the impetus which Finney ' s renown and 
widespread influence gave to total abstinence was its establish-
ment as a criterion of conversion by all succeeding revivalists, 
although the social significance of the practice has been given 
little attention by them. 
Finney's attitude on contemporary problems of business and 
economics exhibited the same preference for reform by conversion, 
by testimony, and by example . Finney offered only the same solu-
tion for the ethical problems of the system of laissez faire 
capitalism arising in the United States that he did for the evils 
of slavery: i.e . , the personal reformation of the individual 
ma lefactor by conversion. Business was to Finney a matter of 
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personal relationship, man-to-man bargaining and trading. His 
economic ethic was based on a face-to-face commercial system. 
On this level it was perhaps relevant to talk about economics in 
terms of brotherly love and honesty in weights and measures. But 
Finney was blind to the incipient danger of industrialism in the 
broader social sense which contemporaries like Orestes Brownson, 
Theodore Parker, Robert Owen, Henry Thoreau, and Herman Melville 
protested against. According to Finney's view, no employer who 
would provide time for his employees to attend revivals would ever 
be guilty of overworkilllg or underpaying them. Conversion imbued 
employer and employee with benevolence and all problems of social 
and economic conflict would be solved. If a man made his clerks 
attend church regularly as the Tappans did, then he was fulfilling 
his Christian obligation as an employer. Here again we find 
Finney giving relatively casual opinions about a very important 
social issue which other thinkers of his day commented upon ex-
tensively. He correspondingly made little correlation between 
these problem areas and the basic themes of his theology, other 
than conversion as a turn to benevolence for the individual. 
In reviewing Finney's ideas of politics we are again led to 
conclude that the basic: theological theme Finney brought to bear 
was reform by the convElrsion and perfecting of individuals. But 
he does give some allusions also to the "higher law" doctrine 
here as he did in his "iews on slavery. A government and its 
members must conform to God's moral government. But beyond 
stating this Finney did not spell out the implications which it 
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might have for present or future government policies or modes 
of operation, other than that they should at all times be 
motivated by benevolence. 
A principle implied in Finney's political views, and 
indeed in the theologic:al rationale of most of Finney's social 
thought, is the moral omnicompetence of the individual. This is 
part and parcel of Finney's doctrines of man and regeneration. 
It is the basis also of his democratic views and practices. But 
Finney, as we have seen, certainly was not consistently motivated 
by democratic ideals. He himself looked down on the "ignorant 
Methodist" and catered on the other hand to the professional and 
mercantile classes. Nc~vertheless, Finney made perhaps his most 
significant and lastin~~ theological and social contribution (even 
if he made it somewhat indirectly) when he stabbed the very heart 
of Old Calvinism with his belief in the ability of the common 
man. Hardly enough emphasis can be given to the influence which 
was brought to bear in the breakdown of the Calvinistic theocracy 
in America by Finney's radical and radically successful "new 
measures." These in gt~n eral were a host of new techniques (such 
as allowing lay prayers) which greatly lessened the distinctions 
between high and low, Jrich and poor, pulpit and pew. It is true 
that this trend was al Jready under way and was due to more influ-
ences than Finney's alone, but the catalytic role which he played 
and was so well s uited to play would be significant material for 
an important dissertation. We have a great deal of material 
(which has been sketch,ed in Chapter II above) about the 
theological issues inv,olved in the breakdown of extreme Calvinism 
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and the theological contribution Finney made. ~tuch of his 
Systematic Theology is a polemic against Old School Calvinism . 
But we have only what we can reconstruct of the social implications 
of Finney's doctrine of man. In other words, Finney made very 
little conscious attempt to correlate the theological and social 
i s sues involved. His "new measures" were conceived to facilitate 
conversion , not democratization. 
As for other movements such as Sabbatarianism, women ' s 
rights, and diet and health reform the direct or indirect 
theological presuppos itions of Finney are so slight as almost 
to defy comment. Basically, Finney viewed the various efforts 
from the general perspective of millennia! progress and 
perfectibility . 
In summary, one must conclude that Finney was not concerned 
with correlating hi s theology and his thought on social reform. 
The title of his most popular work, Lectures ~ Revivals, reveals 
his sole reason for theologizing at all-- the effort to provide a 
rationale for revivals as the means of converting the world. It 
is true that the res ults of conversion were to be manifested in 
benevolent participation in reform. But this was beyond the pale 
of Finney's immediate concern, regeneration. Even his doctrine 
of perfection (which would seem to h a ve a great deal of reference 
to how the convert should now employ his new spiritual energy for 
reform) was actually concerned with matters of individual morality 
and had very little social application . Other than the themes 
traced at the beginning of this chapter, Finney's theology 
lacked a vital a nd substantial correlation with his thought on 
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social reform. His the·ology lacked any institutional formula-
tions as the absence of a doctrine of the church so clearly 
illustrates. It is not surprising, therefore, that Finney also 
approached social issues on an individualistic, non-institutional 
basis. There is a real correlation between Finney's stress on 
the individual as revealed in the doctrines of conversion and 
sanctification and his relative disregard of a structural 
analysis of social issues. One can conclude that Finney's very 
indirect approach to and subordination of social questions is 
an expression of, or at least is consistent wit~his kind of 
theology. 
CHAPTER IX 
CONCLUSIONS 
1. The prevailing theological climate which Finney entered 
was that of a passive and inactive Calvinism which held that the 
process of salvation must be initiated monergistically by God. 
2. The theological innovation of Finney is exemplified by 
the contrast between himself and Jonathan Edwards. Whereas 
Edwards expressed almost incredulous wonderment at the revivals 
in 1735, calling them the "surprising work of God," exactly one 
hundred years later Finney wrote quite matter-of-factly that a 
revival "is not . a miracle, or dependent on a miracle in any sense. 
It is a purely philosophical result of the right use of the con-
stituted means." The change was almost from theocentrism to 
anthropocentrism, Edwards believing that revivals should be 
"prayed down" and Finney holding that revivals should be "worked 
up." 
3. Finney sought to establish the ability and therefore 
the moral responsibility of the sinner. From the context of an 
increasing tendency toward anthropocentric moralism, Finney sa~ 
the process of salvation as a radical change made by the will of 
the individual during a moment of crisis in a conversion 
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experience, and a second change to perfection in a similar moment 
of experience. The basic mark of conversion was a change in the 
individual from selfishness (sin) to disinterested benevolence. 
4 . Finney's most positive contribution to the movements 
for reform was an indirect one of empowerment and intensity 
through the impulse of benevolence. Although he did not p rovide 
specific directions for the movements, an overwhelming measure 
of the ethical seriousness and energy liberated in benevolent 
causes was released by him. He energized the reformers by 
making them feel they were a part of a universal plan of 
salvation--that there was a mighty goal (the millennium) to be 
reached by their efforts on behalf of the temperance cause, 
antislavery, and other reforms. Also the change could be expected 
immediately, even as the conversion of individuals could be imme-
diately accomplished. 
5. A true child of the Jacksonian era, Finney preached the 
vision of American progress and human perfectibility. Through 
the device of wedding human and divine efforts, Finney conceived 
of free men in a new world moving progressively toward the 
millennium. However, Finney's efforts to perfect mankind through 
the creation of a new race of ministers schooled in revival 
methods failed. Instead of making evangelists out of all preachers 
in order to hasten the millennium, Finney's efforts served pri-
marily to establish a new profession of specialists. 
6. For Finney, conversion, not reform, was basic. 
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Understanding sin in exclusively moral terms, he was to a great 
degree preoccupied with the individual vices of character, such 
as drunkenness, gambling, dancing, the theater, Sabbath-breaking, 
and profanity. Thus even the antislavery movement for Finney 
was not an effort to solve a national social problem so much as 
it was the effort to convert individual slaveholders. Finney 
attempted no primarily social experiments such as Brook Farm or 
Fruitlands. Nor was his name found among the supporters of 
"radical" movements such as the rights of women or prison reform. 
The millennium would begin with the conversion of each individual. 
Conversion, he assu~ed, would automatically cure social defects. 
The areas wherein Finney did concern himself were with few ex-
ceptions (notably slavery) merely those where the raw materials 
of conversion were most abundant. Unlike the leaders of the 
later social gospel movement, he was largely uninterested in an 
actual application of Christian ethics to the world of competition 
which would build a new code of social responsibility. Hence, 
Finney and his associates would preach to destitute sailors and 
profligate women, but never thought to work toward laws for the 
government of the merchant marine or the clearing of slums where 
vice bred. As one of his own contemporaries, whose social vision 
was more acute, commented: 
Mr. Finney ••• or any other minister distinguished 
in revivals, might preach to the Broadway Tabernacle all 
winter; and his labors might be blessed in a genuine, and 
powerful revival of religion, and yet hardly a wave of that 
'religious excitement' would reach the Five Points, which 
is within a stone's throw of the building, or the large 
population of French, Germans, and Italians living in 
its vicinity.! 
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Finney clearly preferred reform by conversion, testimony, and 
personal example. Tending to withdraw from mru<ing decisions on 
complex social questions, he emphasized instead personal morality 
and treated all problems in terms of pietism and perfectionism. 
7. Finney paid little attention to the doctrine of the 
church, regarding the church as a voluntary association of 
individuaLs dedicated to conducting revivals and acting in dis-
interested benevolence. His theology thus lacked a ny institutional 
confrontation of social issues . 
8. Finney's social strategy centered in voluntary societies 
for social reform, reflecting the same assumptions of individuali.s-
tic moralism in membership and mode of operation as did his view 
of the church. 
9 . Finney weakened the church and social action by the lack 
of an adequate definition of authority in church order and in the 
instruments of social action, and by exclusive reliance upon in-
dividua l persuasion to reform the church and transform society--
another shortcoming of the complete subordination of social reform 
to the salvation of individuals. 
10. Finney, a nationally-recognized religious leader, might 
have provided effective direction to the reform movements. Some 
promise of this leadership was exhibited in his "higher law 
1. The Independent, Mar. 9, 1854, "Revivals and Reform. 11 
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doctrine" which gave the abolition movement a theological basis 
for civil disobedience. But the revivalism in which he figured 
so prominently led to extremism, and rigid uncompromising 
dogmatism. The hardening of the lines of opposition contributed 
in part to the malting of war an ultimate outcome of the slavery 
issue, for example, a nd eventually led to a decl i ne of the 
clergy's influence i n social issues. 
11 . Far from being a revolutionary, Finney did little to 
disturb the status quo of society a nd its economy. Despite some 
of the equalitarian trappings and democratic implications, 
Finney ' s thought was conservative at the core . He had little 
to say other than outright condemnation for the lowest l evels of 
society and was suspicious and contemptuous of the fashionable 
rich. 
12. The theological basis for Finney ' s thought on social 
reform consisted primarily of his emphasis on human ability, his 
interpretation of sin as selfishness and conversion as a turn to 
benevolence , and his belief in the progressive betterment of 
moral conditions by huma n efforts, with the perfection of the 
millennium as the ultimate goal. But these beliefs made their 
contribution to the social thought of Finney and those he influ-
enced in an indirect, if not offhand, way, primarily because 
Finney had not worked out a cohesive and structured social 
approach. 'rhe almost complete lack of a ny doctrine of the church 
in his thought bears out the conclusion that Finney's almost 
exclusive concern was the conversion and sanctification of 
individuals. 
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ABSTRACT 
The problem of t his dissertation is to expound the major 
elements in the theology of Charles Grandison Finney, and to 
evaluate their significa nce for his thought about social reform. 
Primary attention through out the larger po r tion of the work has 
been given to the descriptive phase of the task. Part One of the 
dissertation sets the stage for the discussion by tracing the 
socio-political thought currents in America in the first half of 
t h e nineteenth century, and by sketch i ng the background of the 
theological revolution of the same period, the reaction against 
extreme Calvinism. Part Two pinpoints Finney in the midst of this 
scene wi th a chap t er giving Finney's intellectual biography. A 
separate chapter then deals with Finney's distinctive doctrinal 
emphases. Another descriptive chapter traces Finney's thought 
about social reform against the background of his total t h eology. 
Th ere follows an addi tional chapter which reconstructs Finney's 
conception of the church and attempts to relate t h is all-inclusive 
doctrine to h is overall strategy for social reform in order that 
the i mp lications of social reform as an element in Finney's 
theology mi ght be more fully drawn and illustrated. The disser-
tation concludes with a detailed critical evalua tion of the 
relation of l''inney 1 s t h eology to his thought on social reform and 
a statement of the conclusions in summary form. 
It is found that Finney was a true child of the Jack sonian 
era, preaching the vision of American progress and human 
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perfectibility. In cont rast to the prevailing theological climate 
of Calvinism which held that the process of salvation must be 
initiated monergistical l y by God, Finney sought to establish the 
ability and therefore t h e moral responsibility of the indivi dual. 
He saw the process of salvation as a radical change made by the 
will of the individual during a moment of crisis in a conversion 
experience, and a second change to perfection in a similar mo ment 
of experience. The basic mark of conversion was a change in the 
individual from selfishness (sin) to disinterested benevolence. 
}<'or Finney, conver sion of the individual, not social reform, 
was basic. He was to a great degree preoccupied with the 
individual vices of character and had almost no institutional 
conception, as is revealed by the almost total lack of a doctrine 
of the church in his theology. His most positive contribution to 
the reform movements was an indirect one of empowerment and 
intensity through the impulse of benevolence. 
The theological basis for Finney's thought on social reform 
consisted primarily of his emphasis on human ability, his inter-
pretation of sin as selfishness and conversion as a turn to 
benevolence, and his b e lief in the progressive betterment of 
moral conditions by human efforts, with the perfection of the 
millennium as the ultimate goal. But t h ese beliefs made their 
contribution to the social thought of Finney and those he in-
fluenced in an indirect, if not offhand, way, primarily because 
Finney had not worked out a cohesive . and structured social 
approach. 
2.66 
Finney's almost exclusive concern was the conversion and 
sanctification of individuals. As this is accomplished, he 
believed, reform will f ollow automatically as benevolence 
supplants selfishness. Although he did not provide specific 
directions for the reform movements (with the excep tion of his 
doctrine of "higher law" for abolition), an overwhelming measure 
of the ethical seriousness and energy liberated in benevolent 
causes was released by his powerful personality and dedication. 
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